
Cover Oregon —  
PIA Oregon Members React !

A few weeks ago PIA Oregon/Idaho sent a letter to Cover 
Oregon to see how PIA’s independent insurance agents could 
help the state fix a very broken health insurance exchange. 
The letter was written by Patrick O’Keefe of Bend, Oregon’s 
Cascade Insurance Services and was sent through PIA 
Oregon’s legislative committee.  !
Oregon’s exchange is the only exchange — or marketplace 
as they are now called — in the nation that is not in 
operation. Governor John Kitzhaber launched an 
investigation into what went wrong with the Oregon 
exchange. The investigator was First Data and its conclusions are that two state 
agencies — Cover Oregon and the Oregon Health Authority — were fighting over 
control of the website. Second, the contract with Oracle who was to oversee the 
construction of the data base and the website had zip for teeth that could force Oracle 
to actually do the work.  !
Consequently nothing got done, and what was done was not done right.  !
The report upset the governor who cleaned house. He’s asked Cover Oregon’s acting 
director and Oregon Health Authority Director Dr. Bruce Goldberg to resign and asked 
for the resignation of Cover Oregon’s top staff.  !
Soon after the letter was delivered to Cover Oregon, PIA Oregon/Idaho President 
Wendy Abel-Hatzel, Kelsey Wood of Gordon Wood Insurance and Financial Services in 
Roseburg, Oregon, Ed Ellingsen, president of Nasburg & Company in Coos Bay and 
O’Keefe met with Cover Oregon officials to see what the agent community could do to 
help get the website working. !
Weekly Industry News asked them what they thought of the governor’s moves. We 
were not able to reach Wendy Abel-Hatsell for comment.  !
Kitzhaber is said to be thinking about scrapping Cover Oregon completely and starting 
over. That’s what Wood thinks the state will eventually do. And he likes the idea. Wood 
is looking forward to what he calls a working software program. “If scrapped and 
replaced, people need to enter their personal information, shop all plans available, and 
enroll in that plan. People also need access to that original information for edits and 
changes. You know, so easy even a caveman can do it…” !
The humor aside, Wood agrees that health insurance shopping is not easy. “That’s why 
we have licensed, trained, experienced, caring, community minded agents available at 

Kelsey Wood



no additional cost. If the governor scraps this mess, he ought to introduce a seat on the 
board for agents. Starkly missing, has been the insurance industry.” !
He says that is by design. “Somehow, we were the fox, and the Exchange, the hen 
house. It looks like someone with no expectation of how chickens can escape a hen 
house built this one. It’s obvious that a bunch of well-meaning bureaucrats and non-
insurance industry folk, lacking appreciation and understanding of the insurance 
industry, built this system.” !
So how to make it better? “We can have an enrollment tool that works. We can have 
software rating programs that are accurate. We can have a Cover Oregon staff that 
wants to resolve problems, not simply suggest the application failed in some way, re-
submit for a new effective date.” !
Ellingsen agrees with Wood that the Cover Oregon website cannot be saved. He told 
Weekly Industry News the utopian dream of writing code to create a one-stop welfare 
shop has imploded. It is — he added — doomed from the start. And to undo the code to 
make it workable may cost more money than it took to create the site. !
“No end-game gets you no end-game. Oracle [the project technology coordinator] will 
win on that point. What we need is a clearly defined new end-game, stripped down to 
the basic needs. Once you build it, then you see how to integrate other agency 
resources. And you collaborate with or buy it from other States. You don’t invent it 
yourselves,” he said. !
Ellingsen doesn’t like the idea of using a one-size-fits-
all website. He says that’s not the answer. “As Cover 
Oregon agents, having had intimate experience with 
our clients over the last six months, we have come to a 
remarkable revelation: There are absolutely no two 
individual or family circumstances alike. Can you 
believe that? You can’t program people’s lives into a 
box because their demographic and financial makeup 
varies so much and changes so quickly. As soon as 
you have an answer, one of the variables changes, 
which changes the rules which affects everyone in the 
family, what they are eligible for and how much they 
pay. Nothing is static. How do you program Cover 
Oregon when you can’t even think it through and 
provide it on paper?”  !
He suggests Oregon go to a system where health 
insurance enrollment is done the old-fashioned way. 
“Oregon was not ready for this in any conceivable way. Until 
a clearly defined process and manual controls can be developed for every phase of 
health care enrollment under the ACA, no more money should be spent on IT.” 
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This is where he agrees with Kelsey Wood — and many other PIA Oregon/Idaho 
members — and says the solution is using experienced insurance agents. “Oregon 
needs to embrace licensed agents and insurance companies to get the exchange built 
with the right perspective on the consumer experience. You can’t dream this stuff up — 
we live it and know how people behave and what they expect. Our lot was trying to be 
excluded clear from the beginning of the creation of the Oregon Health Authority, by the 
likes of Representative [Mitch] Greenlick and others. It’s time we get the respect for the 
work we do and get to be a part of the solution. I personally will be very offended and 
vocal if the legislature and the governance of our State and the Oregon Health Authority 
don’t take us seriously.” !
He predicts the next serious problem facing Cover Oregon is the SHOP program for 
small business insurance. Ellingsen calls it a disaster ready to happen. “It, too, is 
doomed for failure because it is too complex to program and administer. And it will be 
virtually useless to employers due to the complexity of outcomes it can produce. 
Employers won’t use it.” !
This is where the irony comes into play. Ellingsen said the state’s small businesses will 
do what they always have; hire agents to advise them on how to design their employee 
benefit plans.  !
“We already have software programs that help us do this for small employers. Since 
there is no mandate for small employers what motivation would they have to learn how 
to do all of this themselves. The tax credits aren’t significant enough and don’t last long 
enough to entice new groups. All that is needed is to let agents do the job they’ve 
always done and to point employers to the process of filing for tax credits — 
independent of their shopping experience. A simple process for employers to file for tax 
credits is all they want.” !
O’Keefe told Weekly Industry News that using agents is the state’s best option. “We 

have been hitting hard the need for agent involvement — not 
after the fact — but during the development process for 
anything they are working on.” !
He said the PIA should take aim once the governor makes his 
movies and some basic questions are answered:  !
•Will we fix Cover Oregon or buy one [a system] from another 
state or use the fed exchange? 
•Will the Governor fire the whole [Cover Oregon] board with 
the exception of the two statutory positions? Bruce [Goldberg] 
will be replace by his successor at the Oregon Health Authority 
but Laura Cali will probably stay on. 
•If we scrap Cover Oregon, will this public corporation cease to 
exist? Will there even be a board if we use the fed exchange?

Patrick O’Keefe


