Combining Indian Health Service and the FEHBP
by Adam T. Archuleta, M.P.H., Benefits Coordinator, Santa Fe PHS Hospital

The goal of the Indian Health Service (IHS) is to improve the health status of the Native American population. This mission includes working in partnership with tribes to meet the health needs of the communities we serve. Our vision is for the IHS and the tribes working together to be the health system of choice by providing a comprehensive health service delivery system. 

The Federal Health Benefits Open Season 2000 is quickly approaching, with many plans to choose from. With all the acronyms identifying each type of plan, the choices can be confusing. Each health plan offers different types of health benefits, different costs, and other rules or policies that might impact an enrollee's health care needs. It is important, when choosing a health benefits package, to accurately assess your and your family's situation, health status, remoteness, and pocketbook when making important health decisions. Though cost is an important factor, other areas such as prior authorization, provider networks, and emergency care are just as important. This is especially true for Native Americans who are federal employees and utilize IHS for care.

Native American federal employees face unique challenges when making a health plan choice, since benefits are coordinated with both FEHBP and IHS. Did you know that certain health plans complement IHS better than others? For example, many Native American federal employees who are enrolled in HMOs (Health Maintenance Organizations) have experienced problems with coverage by their FEHB plan when accessing health care at IHS facilities. 

Traditionally, HMOs do not cover nonemergency services from health care providers who are not part of their network, unless the HMO authorizes an exception. If a Native American federal employee plans to use IHS for the majority of their health care needs, it would be an advantage to enroll in a PPO (Preferred Provider Organization) or Indemnity Plan. These worldwide plans allow members the freedom to see any provider for covered services. By choosing an FEHB worldwide plan, Native American federal employees who seek services at IHS can get the most out of their benefits, while minimizing out of pocket expenses in many ways, including:

· Avoid having coverage denied, while obtaining out of network, unauthorized care, since they can seek services by covered providers who do not contract with worldwide plans for most services.

· Avoid having coverage denied because there was no referral, since referrals are not required with worldwide plans.

· Avoid paying premiums for a health plan they may never use, when they prefer to stay within the IHS system. 

By choosing a PPO or Indemnity Plan, the Indian Health Service pays for a member's copayments, deductibles, and co-insurance. Even if IHS must transfer a Native American to a non-IHS facility, they will pay for all costs (provided you are Contract Health eligible for your area). For Native Americans enrolled with an HMO, IHS will NOT pay for the above.

We, as members of the Indian Health Service, are here to assist all federal employees who have questions when choosing a health plan. It is our intention for Native Americans to choose a plan that best suits your health care needs. Native American enrollees need to consider all factors when choosing a health plan. The freedom of choice to see any provider, having a plan pay for your health care services, and not having your health care denied are just as important as the cost. 

If you have any questions about this information, you can contact Adam T. Archuleta at the Albuquerque Area IHS, Santa Fe PHS Hospital: 505-988-9821, extension 382. 

