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Jan. 5--If you didn't have health insurance under the new state mandate by Jan. 1, it's going to cost
you $219.

But if you go another year without health insurance, the penalty could be as much as $912.

State officials say they will get the money -- this year by denying individuals the personal tax
exemption, or, next year, by deducting the penalty from tax refunds or sending out bills. A new
statewide database will track who has health insurance and who doesn't, they say.

The Massachusetts health insurance law passed under former Gov. Mitt Romney requries every state
resident to have health insurance,

It provides low-cost, subsidized health insurance for poorer residents, but higher income individuals
must purchase private-pay plans.

About 300,000 people have signed up for health care plans since enrollment started last year,
including about 160,000 in the new state-subsidized plan called Commonwealth Care. It covers those
who earn too much for the state's Medicaid health plan, known as MassHealth, but too little to afford

private plans.

About 63,000 individuals have signed up for private-pay plans since the law went into effect, state
officials said.

They are not sure how many residents are still without health insurance.

At the start of enrollment, estimates of the state’s uninsured ranged from 300,000 to 600,000, said.
A recent Barnstable County report, Monitoring the Human Condition Study 2007, estimates that about
18 percent of Cape residents lack health insurance.

The tax penalties for not having health insurance -- the first of their kind in the nation -- are aimed at
nudging people who can afford it toward being fully covered, he said.

People who didn't have health insurance by Jan. 1 will lose their personal tax exemption of $219 for
the tax year 2007,

"The penalty for 2007 was relatively modest," said Richard Powers, spokesman for the Massachusetts
Health Connector, the state entity that handles enrollment in state subsidized health-care plans. "It's
significantly more in 2008. We hope it will act as a catalyst for those who have thus far resisted
purchasing health insurance."”
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The state Department of Revenue has issued draft guidelines that would penalize individuals up to
$912 for not having health insurance by the end of 2008,

"If it's a married couple and neither had health insurance, it would be two times that," said Robert R.
Bliss, spokesman for the DOR.

Although the tax penalty for 2008 won't be assessed until tax returns are due in 2009, the penalties
already are accumulating on a monthly basis against people's future tax returns, Bliss said.

Penalties will be deducted from tax refunds. If there is no refund or the penalty is higher than the
refund, the state will bill individuals in the same way it would for taxes, Bliss said.The tax penalties
for not having health insurance by the end of 2009 probably will be even higher, Powers said.

The penalties are based on one-half the lowest cost plan available through the Connector. In 20089,
the cost of that type of plans will go up since residents will be required to have prescription coverage
as part of their basic health insurance plan.

The cheapest health-care plan available today to a 27-year-old privately insured Boston resident, for
example, is $193.81 a month, and that doesn't include prescription coverage, Powers said.

Individuals will have insurance information forms to fill out with their tax returns, Bliss said. The
information about what plans people have will be checked against a state database.

"It's not just the honor system that's going to be employed here,” he said.

Individuals without health insurance can be exempted from the tax penalties if insurance is not
affordable or they are facing unusual hardship, such as homelessness or utility shutoffs, Powers s
said.

The state has received 53 requests from residents who say they qualify for an exemption from the
law, Of those, 26 were approved and the rest were denied, Powers said.

People are taking the penalties seriously, said Estelle Fritzinger, head of the Community Action
Committee of the Cape and Islands, which has a state contract to enroll people in subsidized plans.

The agency anticipated a downturn in enrollment at the end of the year, she said, but that hasn't
happened. "We're still seeing an average of 35 new applications a day. People are looking at the
expenses they'll incur even under the Commonwealth Care program versus the tax penalties,” she
said.

Subsidized health insurance through Commonwealth Care is available for individuals earning up to
$30,636 per year and for a family of four earning up to $61,956.

The poorest of the poor pay no premium. The maximum individuals can be charged per month under
Commonwealth Care is $105 per month,

The 2007 tax penalty of $219 is still much less money than paying the monthly premium on even the
lower cost Commonwealth Care programs.

But as the penalty increases, state officials hope that residents will see having health insurance as a
better use of their money.
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