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Good afternoon, Senator Bailey, Representative Gramlich, and Members of the Joint Standing Committee
on Health Coverage, Insurance and Financial Services.

My name is Trevor Putnoky. I'm the President and CEO of the Healthcare Purchaser Alliance of Maine and
I’'m here today to testify in support of LD 558.

The HPA is a nonprofit that represents the purchasers of health care in Maine. Our mission is to advance
and support access to high-quality, affordable care. We have over 60 members, including some of the
largest public and private employers and health trusts in Maine. Collectively, our members spend over a
billion dollars annually providing health care for nearly one quarter of the commercially insured population
in the state.

With the costs of healthcare continuing to rise, Maine consumers are increasingly struggling—and
sometimes failing—to afford the costs of care. Many Mainers—particularly the most financially vulnerable
among us—are skipping necessary care because they can’t afford it, and when they do get care, they are
often left with medical debt that takes years to pay off.!

A recent survey of Mainers revealed the extent of those struggles, with 38 percent of Mainers reporting that
they skipped or delayed going to the doctor when they were sick due to costs. And nearly one-third
struggled to pay for basic necessities like food, heat, or housing due to medical bills. Not surprisingly, nearly
half (45 percent) of Maine households have medical debt.? Survey data also found that nearly 30 percent of
Mainers were contacted by a collection agency within the past two years due to a medical bill, with 83
percent reporting that contact was due to a hospital bill.> Another survey by the Kaiser Family Foundation
found that nearly one in five adults with medical debt don’t think they will ever pay off that debt.*
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Such medical debt is a leading cause of bankruptcy in the U.S.° And among those adults who have incurred
medical debt—60 percent say they have been forced to cut back on basic necessities like food or clothing.®
Moreover, black and Latino adults and women are much more likely to incur medical debt.’ Further,
according to the Commonwealth Fund, “uninsured patients, those from low-income households, adults
with disabilities, and young families with children are all at a heightened risk of being saddled with medical
debt.”®

Many of us are one illness or accident away from facing an unaffordable medical bill. Even those with
insurance are at risk, with a 2023 survey finding that between 30-33 percent of those with commercial
insurance or Medicare have medical debt. As prominent healthcare expert Elisabeth Rosenthal wrote in
2022, “outlays for medical treatments are generally not something we can consider in advance and
decide—yes or no—to take on. They are thrust upon us by iliness, accident, and bad luck. Medical
treatment generally has no predictable upfront price and there is no cap on what we might owe.”®

Medical debt may also result from billing errors, with patient billing advocates estimating that up to 80
percent of medical bills contain errors.’® And in fact, one study found that medical collections are disputed
at three times the rate of disputes on credit card debt.}* Plan sponsors try to identify such errors through
claims audits, but are often precluded from doing so due to limitations in their administrative services
contracts.
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Further, numerous studies have observed that medical debt has little predictive value regarding future
creditworthiness, finding that those with credit scores reduced due to medical debt were just as likely to
repay loans as those with higher credit scores.'? And indeed, in 2023, the three major credit agencies
removed medical debts of less than $500 from their credit reports. Further, several states also now prohibit
inclusion of medical bills in credit reports. And earlier this year, the federal Consumer Financial Protection
Bureau (CFPB) issued final regulations prohibiting consumer reporting agencies from including medical debt
information on credit reports sent to creditors making lending decisions, although implementation of that
rule has been placed on hold by the Trump Administration.!®

With the fate of the federal regulation up in the air, LD 558 would ensure that the many Mainers with
medical debt do not have their credit impaired due to medical bills that are often out of their control.
Moreover, LD 558 would afford consumers broader protections than contemplated in the federal rule, in
that it would prohibit credit reporting agencies from including medical debt on credit reports to other
entities beyond lenders, including employers and landlords. Eliminating these credit impairments would
provide tremendous financial relief to consumers struggling with medical debt. For instance, CFPB
estimated that the pending federal rule would increase the credit scores of those with medical debt by 20
points, on average. And it’s estimated that a 20-point increase in a consumer’s credit score would save a
home buyer more than $20,000 in interest payments over the life of a 30-year loan.™

When a patient incurs debt due to illness, accident, or health conditions beyond their control, we think it's
appropriate that such debt not affect their credit rating—particularly given the clear evidence that such
debt is not predictive of future creditworthiness.

We hope that the committee will support this common-sense solution to assist the many Mainers who
struggle with medical debt. Thank you for the opportunity to provide HPA's feedback on LD 558 and thank
you, Senator Bailey, for bringing forward this solution to an issue facing way too many of our fellow
Mainers. I'd be happy to answer any questions and will be available for the work session.
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