We're just over a month away from the Oct. 1 launch of the Affordable Care Act's Health Insurance Marketplaces, and there is an “all hands on deck” effort across the U.S. to educate the millions of Americans who can benefit from the ACA’s new coverage options and benefits. As part of that effort, these MHALC will continue to feature content and resources that public health professionals can use to reach out to their communities about how and why they should get covered.
Health Insurance Marketplaces: Essential questions 

When it comes down to it, the essential questions consumers have about the Marketplaces are what, when, who, why, how, and where. The essential question for the public health community: How to help consumers get the answers they need. 

1. What and when: The Marketplaces (also known as Exchanges, or given special names by states) will officially open on Oct. 1. Consumers will be able to submit one application, learn what they qualify for (including Medicaid or subsidies for private insurance), compare plans, and enroll for new coverage. New coverage begins as early as Jan. 1. The first Marketplace enrollment period ends on March 31.

2. Who and why: The Marketplaces will be most important and useful for people who currently have few or no coverage options, such as individuals with pre-existing conditions or those who are self-employed, employed part time or unemployed. People who already have coverage through their employers or through a program such as Medicare probably won't need to use the Marketplaces, and some populations won't be eligible. Ultimately, it's important to let people know that most will be able to purchase coverage in the Marketplaces if they want to, and many will qualify for lower monthly premiums or out-of-pocket costs, based on income and access to other coverage. Healthcare.gov has information about the importance of obtaining health insurance.  

3. How and where: There are three ways consumers can access the Marketplaces: online, on the phone or in person.
· The official Marketplace websites are Healthcare.gov and Cuidadodesalud.gov. Already, consumers can find answers to common questions, learn about their state’s Marketplace, and chat online with Marketplace assistors. Consumers can now also create user accounts and sign up for email and text updates. Starting Oct. 1, they can find plan and pricing information and enroll for coverage here.

· There is also a 24-hour toll-free consumer assistance number: 1-800-318-2596 (1-855-889-4325 TTY/TDD). Operators can provide educational information now, and enrollment assistance after October, in more than 150 languages. Small business owners can reach operators trained on their issues and options at 1-800-706-7893, Monday through Friday, 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. EST. 

· In-person assistance will also be available starting in October. As noted in this new blog post by HHS Secretary Kathleen Sebelius,"trained specialists at certain organizations in your community, such as local health centers and libraries, can offer face-to-face help by answering questions or assisting with your application." See below for more information on consumer assistance resources and opportunities.

4. How to help: CMS has created a number of great resources for professionals who want to help educate consumers about the Marketplaces and the importance of enrolling in coverage. Find these resources at the “for partners” link at the bottom of every page of Healthcare.gov. These resources include: 
· consumer handouts and fact sheets in multiple languages, 
· wallet cards with the Marketplace website and phone number, 
· a checklist of the information consumers will need to apply for coverage, 
· a calendar of key dates, 
· explanatory videos and widgets with links to the Marketplace that you can post on your website, 
· best practices for explaining the Marketplaces, and
· trainings for staff and presentations you can give to the public.
Navigators, assistors and other “champions of coverage:” New resources and opportunities

Although many of us in the public health and health policy professions are eagerly awaiting the launch of the Marketplaces, the Kaiser Family Foundation reported in June that only one in five Americans — and only 12 percent of the uninsured — have heard “at least some” about the Marketplaces. There is clearly a critical need for public education about the Marketplaces and the new coverage options coming soon, and according to Enroll America, “when told about the new coverage options, 75% of the newly eligible want in-person assistance to learn about and enroll in coverage.”

The Affordable Care Act calls for several types of consumer assistors, including navigators, in-person assistors, and certified assistance counselors. An Enroll America fact sheet gives an overview of these programs, and a chart from State Refor(u)m details the approaches states are taking to implementing  them. Resources and opportunities recently announced for moving in-person assistance efforts forward include: 
· On Aug. 15, the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services announced $67 million in grants to 105 navigator entities in states with Federally-facilitated and State Partnership Marketplaces.

· CMS also recently announced the opportunity for entities in these states to become certified assistance counselors. 

· States that opted for State-based Marketplaces are offering their own grants and implementing their own programs. State Refor(u)m's chart includes information about these activities. 

· Whether or not you’re an official navigator, and regardless of what type of Marketplace your state has, you can apply to become one of CMS’s “Champions for Coverage.”  

· You can also enter -- or help promote -- this new video contest aimed at "young invincibles."
At APHA’s 141st Annual Meeting this Nov. 2-6 in Boston, the session ACA navigators and assistors: opportunities for public health will explore the ACA’s consumer assistance programs and their implications for the public health system.  At least 50 other sessions will also feature health reform content. Learn more about several of the ACA sessions being organized by APHA staff or browse the Online Program.

Prevention and Public Health Fund updates

The ACA's coverage expansions are an important part of increasing population health, but in following all of the federal and state preparations for Oct.1, we can't lose sight of the provisions of the law that are even more directly related to public health, such as the Prevention and Public Health Fund. Earlier this summer, APHA updated its Prevention Fund fact sheet, and here are several new funding updates: 
· The Department of Health and Human Services has updated its state-by-state How the Health Care Law is Making a Difference fact sheets, which reference Prevention Fund dollars through March 2012.

· In June, HHS has also posted agency-by-agency Prevention Fund semi-annual reports.

· As some readers may know, the Prevention and Public Health Fund supports important environmental public health work. CDC now has several videos on its Environmental Public Health Tracking Network, which is supported by Prevention Fund dollars. APHA is a partner with the Tracking Network.
Thanks to Trust for America's Health for sending out these funding updates.
