
 

 
Insure the kids  
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The nonprofit child-advocacy group Voices for Utah Children has a good idea to help kids who have been 

dropped from insurance plans. According to the group, its proposal would be affordable for many families and 

wouldn’t cost the state anything. And even insurance companies don’t oppose it, as long as it insures only those 

children they will no longer cover.  

The idea deserves to be considered in the legislative session in January to provide a safety net for Utah’s sick 

children and those who become sick or injured in the future. 

The proposal, called a buy-in, would allow families with uninsured children to pay the state’s portion of the cost 

to enroll them in Medicaid or the Children’s Health Insurance Program, which are joint federal-state programs 

for low-income families. 

It’s designed to address the situation created recently when insurance companies in Utah stopped selling child-

only plans, which were attractive to families that cannot afford to buy insurance for all family members, but 

who want to make sure their children, at least, are protected. The companies’ action was a response to a 

provision in this year’s health-care reform law that prohibits commercial insurers from rejecting children from 

coverage because they have pre-existing conditions. 

The federal government matches every dollar of state money going into CHIP and Medicaid with $3. So the 

idea is that parents would pay the $1 in order to get coverage and the federal match. Other states have adopted 

such buy-in programs to help low-income children and those with severe disabilities. Not all plans are the same. 

Vermont covers more low-income families in its Medicaid program, and charges them premiums of up to $60. 

Massachusetts and North Dakota limit their programs to the disabled and charge according to a sliding scale. 

At least 12 states have adopted versions of such laws.  

There are no reliable statistics on how many more children are now uninsured after the children-only plans were 

dropped. But Utah’s high-risk pool that is supposed to provide insurance for those whom commercial insurers 

won’t cover is itself not an affordable option for Utah’s poor and uninsurable. Only about 4,200 Utahns are part 

of the Utah Comprehensive Health Insurance Pool. 

Some carriers let families add children to their family policies, but most have to wait until the annual or 

biannual sign-up period. And even that doesn’t help families who have no coverage. The Legislature should 

make a buy-in program part of its on-going health care reform as soon as possible. 
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