
Town looks overseas
to curb health costs

Source: Dartmouth Atlas of Heatth Care

li!f.O!>: .n viul, ""b""<ro"W .;iJOTIJ;)"""'W:;T;: ::t. lOR "'O"'l<~IAO." M'
JACKSON HOLE NEWS&GUIDE, Wednesday, JulyS, 2009 . 9A

of the country for a medical procedure.
By Jan. 1, a new policy was put in

place.
That policy, which requires an ex

tensive amount of paperwork and
administrative review, extends the
town's health insurance coverage to
procedures done outside the United
States.

'Ib even be considered, the proce
dure must cost at least $20,000 if it
were to be performed within the U.S.
at an in-network provider.

An in-network provider is a physi
cian or facility that is listed under one
of the town's provider networks.

Once that criteria is met, the appli
cant inust have his or her physician
fill out forms stating that the physi
cian "is comfortable with the foreign
country/foreign health provider, and
he agEees to treat you. as a patierit for
anyand:all follow-up care you may re
quire when you return home."

A net savings for town
If approved, the town will provide

an allowance of up to $7,500 to help
pay for "surgery-related travel ex
penses and lodging" and the amount
of the employee's co-insurance or de
ductible payments.
- The employee who flew to Belgium
had to front the money for her proce
dure but. was reimbursed upon her
return. In the end, the only thing she
had to pay was her deductible.

The town picked up the tab for the
rest of the cost.

"We agreed to do that because it
ended up being a net saving for us,"
Jackson town administrator Bob
McLaurin said.

'Ibwn administrators have been
looking at ways to reduce health care
costs for the past several years, only
to watch them more than double since
2002.

In the past eight years, the town's
health insurance costs have gone up
by more than $700,000.

In 2002, the town spent $662,352 on
health insurance costs, which pales in
comparison to the $1.4 million town of
ficials set aside for the 2010 fiscal year.

"I'm dancing on the table with an 8
percent increase," McLaurin said dur
ing a budget meeting in June.

'Ib combat the rising costs, the town
introduced a health savings 'account
plan several years ago that was intend
ed to encourage employees to spend
money on health care more wisely.

"People spend their own money a
lot more cautiously than other peo
ple's money," McLaurin said. "It tends
to make people become better con
sumers ofhealth care."

Under that plan, the town will con
tribute $1,250 for an individual or
$2,500 for a family into a special ac
count.

Since it was introduced, a majority
of the 100 employees covered under
the town's health insurance have mi
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2002 $662,352

2003 $977,435

2004 $867,997

2005 $1,019,555

2006$1.,064;159
-"." .... ", ...

2007 $1,320,002

'2008 $1,34\.601

2009 $1,160,477

2010 $1,411,000 budgeted

Town of Jackson
health insurance costs
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$1,192

$1,378

Wyoming Medical
Center-Casper

Sheridan Memorial Hospital

Inpatient payment I day

St. John's Medical Center
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Eastern Idaho Regional '$:1,235 .
Medical Center-Idaho Falls

Average Medicare
and Medicaid

Reimbursements

By Kevin Huelsmann

As expenses mount,
Jackson workers can
now seekfiscal reliefin
'medical tourism.'

It cost a·town of Jackson employee
about $50,000 less to fly to Belgium
for a hip resurfacing than to have the

. procedure done in Salt Lake City, the
closest city the employee found with a
facility that performs such a surgery.

The employee, a middle-aged wom
an who asked not to be named, suc
cessfully lobbied town administrators
to. allow her to have the procedure
done overs.eas, changing the town's
previous policy that did not cover
medical tourism.

The town paid for her plane tickets,
the surgery and rehabilitation in Bel
gium and still came out aheadof hav
ing the procedure done in Wyoming,
or even the United States.

The employee started reading up
on hip replacement last September
when her osteoarthritis got to be un
bearable.

She then got quotes from several
surgeons: two who are considered to
be out-of-network providers under
the town's health care plan and one
in"network.

The in-network facility was in Salt
Lake City. Having her surgery done
there would cost about $77,000, staff
told her.

Her two out-of-network options
were located in New York City and in
Ghent, a city in Belgium.

The New York City facility quoted
h!'r a price of about $112,000 to resur

. face both of her hips, she said.
The doctor in Ghent, who special

izes in hip resurfacing and has had
extensive experience performing the
procedure, said it would cost only
about $24,000 for the surgery.

And that wasn't all.
The Belgian hip surgeon, Koen De

Smet, said the price, which he quoted at
19,000 euros, included the hospital and
surgeon's fees, the cost ofthe necessary
prosthesis, therapy and all exams dur
ing a weeklong stay at the hospital.

"My motivation for researching the
procedure was twofold," the patient
said. "I wanted to get the doctor ofmy
choice and I wanted to save money,
both for me and for the town."

Last November, the employee took
her research to town administrators,
who approved a policy change that
would allow the employee to travel out
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Inpatient payment I visit

. University of Utah $30,797
Hospital-Salt Lake City

National average $25,860

St John's Medical Center $24,249

Eastern Idaho Regional $20,809
Medical Center-Idaho Falls

Riverton Memorial Hospital $20,736

Wyoming Medical $19,184
Center-Casper

West Park Hospital-Cody $19,065
.

Sheridan Memoriai Hospital $17,632

Average Medicare
and Medicaid

Reimbursements

Source: Dartmouth Atlas ofHealth Care

provide discounts to town employees
and then that relationship and pricing
would go to many others," Schuessler
said, explaining the hospital's dilem
ma.

Johnson said he does not expect
the discount provided to the town to
match those seen in larger markets.

"It's not realistic because ofthe cost
of business in Jackson," Johnson said
of potential discounts. "But we'd love
to see something in the high teens
and twenties."

One easily accessible database that
reviews Medicaid and Medicare reim
bursements sheds at least some light
on St. John's prices compared to other
facilities in the region.

Although it does not provide statis
tics for private health insurance costs,
the database does offer a rough guide
to how the hospital stacks up in terms
of costs.

Data from the Dartmouth Atlas of
Health Care, a research project based
atDartmouth Institute for Health Pol
icy and Clinical Practice that analyzes
and assembles data from the Centers
for Medicare and Medicaid Services,
shows that the average Medicare and
Medicald inpatient payment per day
at St. John's is about 20 percent high
er than the national average.

Balance of care, cost
Per day, the average inpatient pay"

ment from Medicaid and Medicare to .
St. John's is about $1,378, compared to
$1,096, which is the national average.

In comparison, Eastern Idaho Re
gional Medical Center in Idaho Falls
has an average inpatient payment
per day from Medicaid and Medicare
of about $1,235.

The hospital is actually below the
national average when looking at the
total inpatient payments.

Inpatient payments from Medicaid
and Medicare to St. John's average is
approximately $24,249, compared to
the national average of $25,860, a dif- .
ference of about 6 percent.

In comparison, Eastern Idaho Re
gional Medical Center in Idaho Falls
has an average total inpatient pay
ment from Medicaid and Medicare of
about $20,809, which is about 14 per
cent below St. John's average. .

Schuessler said the prices St. John's
charge for medical care are a product
of operating a hospital in a town with
a small population and a high cost of
living.

''The price we have to charge for a
partieular service includes rolling up
all of those other costs we have to con
sider," Schuessler said.

In addition, Schuessler said the hos
pital strives to find the balance between
quality care and an affordable price.

"Could St. John's provide services
at a lower cost?" Schuessler said. ''Yes,
it probably could, but I don't think a
lower-cost St. John's would be able to
provide what the community wants or
needs."
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grated to the health savings account.
There are 57 families and 20 indi

viduals currently covered under the
health savings account plan, com
pared to the 17 families and six indi
vidual employees currently covered
under the town's traditional health
care plan.

Employees are allowed to go any
where they wish for health care ser
vices. Because the cost of health care
is generally more expensive in Jack
son than in surrounding areas, em
ployees often choose to drive to facili
ties outside of Jackson, said several
employees.

The town acknowledges this and
even provides a travel stipend for em
ployees having to leave town for medi-
cal care. .

The town will pay $200 for the first
day and $100 for every additional day
for employees who travel more than
150 miles for care. For employees
traveling between 60 miles and 150
miles, the town will provide a stipend
of $50 per day. .

Travel stipends are capped at
$2,500 per year.

Brad Johnson, a consultant hired by
the town to oversee its health insurance
plan, said health care costs in Jackson
are an average of about 14 percent
higher than the rest of the state.

"There's a cost of living and doing
business that's not there in the rest of
the state," he said.

Along with a higher cost of living,
Jackson is considered to be a small
market in terms ofhealth care.

Too small for big discounts
Johnson said larger facilities in ar

eas such as Salt Lake City are able to
provide employers with discounts be
cause the facilities are able to make
up the loss through an increase in the
number ofpatients it is seeing.

Discounts in northern Utah gener
ally range from about 30 percent to
38 percent, whereas the average dis
count in Wyoming is about 4.5 percent
to 6.5 percent, 'Johnson said.

Town administrators are currently
in negotiations with St. John's admin
istrators to try to broker a deal where
in the hospital would provide a larger
discount to the town.

St. John's is currently listed as a
"preferred provider" on one ofthe town's
three preferred provider networks.

That network, called First Choice
Midwest, is a localized plan under
which the town will pay for up to 60
percent of medical charges. In com
parison, if an employee chooses to go
to a physician or facility that falls un
der one ofthe town's two other provid
er networks, BeechStreet and WISE,
the town will pay up to 75 percent of
the cost of care.

Johnsonwould not reveal the ex
act discount :=;t. Jo!u:l's provides to
the town as part of its First Choice
Midwest network but saiCi the aver
age discount under that network for
medical providers in Jackson is about
4.5 percent to 6 percent.

However, the recent exodus of sev
eral top-level employees, including for
mer hospital chiefexecutive officer Jim
Schuessler, could delay negotiations.

Before his firing from the hospital,
Schuessler said that ofSt. John's total
number of patients each year, about
48 percent live in Teton County, about
35 percent reside in the surrounding
counties in Wyoming and Idaho and
between 15 percent and 20 percent
are from all across the country.

That last category ofpatients is the
sticking point that is currently pre
venting the hospital from agreeing to
provide discounts for town employees,
he said.

Schuessler said that he hopes the
town and hospital can develop an
agreement wherein the hospital would
be able to provide a discount to town
employees but not to national and in
ternational traveIers who right be a
part of the same plan.

"What happens is that St. John's
works out a relationship that would
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Sneak Preview:
Thursday, July g,

4,OO-llOO pm
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Aspens, Wilson, WY
• Qwner fin8::i1cing 5.95% with

20% down (with OAC)
•_mterest rate is a 3 year fixed

)nth the ability to extend loan
'"beyond the 3 years

..• ', Will accept trades
(What do you have?)

.' Home is now furnished,

$1,775,000

I="ridav JulV 10 and
Saturdav, JU1V 11

g,OOam-5,OOpm

The Virginian. Pioneer Room

750 West Broadway.
Jackson. WY

FOR PUBUC

EASIER TO READ and QUICKER TO LOCATE

New home on a treed lotwithTeton Mou.n.tai.n views landscapedyard, acce~ to the bike pathand a bus
ride awayfrom TetonVillage. 'lbe main house and Guest House features high end finisheS; tniverti.ne
knottr alder cabinetryand doors> wood floors> granite countertops, carpet:llOors and appliances all ift
3,318 square feet plus a 3-car garage. 'Ibis property is zoned in resort overlay for nightly rentals.

See vou there!

Sale!' Sale! Sale!
(;:xceptionallV Beautiful Things!

Antiques' Linens - Rugs • Accessories - Art
!="urniture • Lamps - I-Ieadboards -!="ootboards

Important that pieces are taken the day of'purchase.
Please arrange moving if'necessorv.

Commerdlllproperty.on TOWNSQUA.:R.E $2,ZsO/iJiJo
Rare Commercial opportunity oD.-TOWN SQUARE.
Property located NEC<J'rnerofthe TOWN SQUARE.
Approximately 3,:500 SqFt, new roof, newinsulation. heatiDg and air tolldmoli..
This is-a free stan<ling building that's not encumberedby an association.
Good long term. lease, same tenanthas occupied building for the last 8 Yeal's. The Very Successful
Buffalo Trail Galleryfeamresimpressive collection offine art reflecting the Culture and traditions

. ufth.American West•.BUSINESS IS NOT FOR SALE.
Please do notbothet tenant call Scott or Jill at 307-733-5881 before viewing.
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