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Josephs offers proposal to cure ailing adultBasic program;

 fund program with non-cigarette tobacco tax
HARRISBURG, April 13 – AdultBasic is sick, and state Rep. Babette Josephs says that if not cured, it could be fatal.

"Thousands of eligible adult Pennsylvanians will not be able to get basic health insurance coverage unless additional funds are included in the state budget,” Josephs said. 

Josephs is proposing the state begin taxing other tobacco products, including smokeless tobacco, cigars and smoking tobacco, to fund adultBasic, which would halt the program’s declining enrollment and enable the state to offer coverage to more people.

AdultBasic, the state program created more than two years ago to provide basic health insurance coverage for low-income uninsured adults, is hemorrhaging. Enrollment was once as high as 52,258, but now only covers 42,187 adults. Enrollment further is expected to decrease by 9,000 because of declining tobacco settlement revenues, which fund the program.

Additionally, Josephs says, there’s an 85,000-person waiting list; 12,811 of those people live in Philadelphia.
“The adultBasic program has been underfunded since its inception, and now tobacco settlement payments to Pennsylvania are scheduled to decrease – the adultBasic program is estimated to lose $12 million next year alone,” she said.

Josephs believes that establishing a tax on other tobacco products, now taxed at varying degrees by 47 other states, is the solution.

For example, it costs approximately $82 million a year for the state to provide health insurance coverage for adultBasic’s 42,187 enrollees. A 50 percent tax (of wholesale price) on other tobacco products would generate a projected $97 million in new state revenue every year.

"An additional benefit to this proposal would be the corresponding decline in youth tobacco use that would occur," Josephs said. 
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A 50 percent tax on the wholesale price of other tobacco products would result in an estimated 40 percent decline in youth consumption of these addictive and carcinogenic products.

"Tobacco consumption, most notably smokeless tobacco use, has become one of the fastest-growing detrimental health habits in Pennsylvania, especially since many adolescents still perceive smokeless tobacco as a safe alternative to cigarettes," she said. "If we want to discourage tobacco use, especially among children, taxing all forms of tobacco will help do that."

Josephs' legislation would earmark 80 percent of the tax to adultBasic and the other 20 percent to tobacco control programs.

In 2002, Gov. Mark Schweiker proposed taxing smokeless tobacco products at 40 percent of their wholesale cost, but the measure wasn’t included in the General Assembly’s final budget. Smokeless tobacco accounts for an estimated 62 percent of other tobacco products sales in the state.

A 2002 survey by the Pennsylvania Department of Health found that 8.6 percent of the state’s adult males currently used smokeless tobacco. And the 2001 PA Youth Survey found that 9.7 percent of 12th-graders, 7 percent of 10th-graders, and 4.1 percent of eighth-graders (including males and females) reported using smokeless tobacco during the previous month.

Last year, the Pennsylvania Alliance to Control Tobacco conducted a statewide poll that found 84 percent of registered voters supported taxing smokeless tobacco and cigars at the same rate cigarettes are taxed. When combined, the state’s $1.35 per pack cigarette tax and the state’s settlement payments exceed 50 percent of the wholesale price of cigarettes.

Due to concerns that expensive cigars would be unfairly taxed, Josephs plans to cap the tax on expensive cigars not to exceed 75 cents each.

Josephs said that she plans to introduce legislation related to her proposal in the near future.
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