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Workers to Get Enhanced Dental and Vision Insurance

By Stephen Barr
Wednesday, September 6, 2006; Page D04 

After two years of planning and evaluation, enhanced insurance coverage for 
bad teeth and weak eyes will be offered to federal employees, retirees and their 
dependents this fall through contracts awarded to 10 companies.

A new dental and vision program, which becomes effective Dec. 31, will 
accept enrollments from Nov. 13 through Dec. 11, the period also set aside for 
federal employees and retirees to choose their health insurance options for next 
year.

The dental-vision program is 
eagerly awaited by many federal 
employees. Testimony at 
congressional hearings portrayed the 
government's dental and vision 
coverage as meager, with 
reimbursement levels and annual 
maximum benefits significantly 
below those provided by private-
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sector employers.

About 8 million federal employees, 
retirees and family members will be 
eligible to enroll for dental or vision 
benefits or both. Employees will be 
able to use pretax dollars to pay for 
their premiums. The government, 
which covers about 70 percent of 
the cost of health insurance 
premiums, will not pick up any of 
the cost of the dental-vision 
premiums under the 2004 law that 
created the new program.

Details about the program's benefits 
coverage and costs will be 
announced in coming weeks by the Office of Personnel Management, which 
administers the program.

Congressional aides have said the dental benefits could provide a broad range 
of coverage, including oral and maxillofacial surgery and orthodontics. The 
vision benefits could cover preventive care and eyewear, for example.

Dental benefits will be offered by Aetna Life Insurance Co., Government 
Employees Hospital Association Inc., MetLife Inc., United Concordia Cos., 
Group Health Inc., CompBenefits Corp. and Triple-S Inc., the OPM announced 
last week.

Vision benefits will be available through the Blue Cross and Blue Shield 
Association, Spectera Inc., and the Vision Service Plan, the OPM said.

These 10 companies are the same that the OPM had announced as the 
program's vendors in May. That selection triggered a protest by Blue Cross, 
which also wanted a dental contract, and prompted OPM officials to reassess 
the bids they had received. In the reassessment, Blue Cross once again fell 
short in that bidding, OPM officials said.

Jackie Fishman , a spokeswoman for Blue Cross, said the association "was not 
invited by OPM to enter into final contract negotiations to offer a dental 
product" and was disappointed by the OPM's decision. But Blue Cross "is 
delighted" by its selection to offer vision benefits, she said.

The Government Employees Hospital Association, known as GEHA, and the 
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Vision Service Plan, or VSP, offered some details yesterday on how they will 
structure the new benefits.

GEHA said its dental plan will not have waiting periods, except for 
orthodontia, and no deductibles. Enrollees will be able to choose any dentist 
and can save money by going to an in-network dentist, GEHA said. GEHA will 
offer a high option and a standard option, and premiums will vary by 
geographic area, it said.

"Federal employees have been asking for additional dental coverage" Richard 
Miles , GEHA president, said in a statement. "This new program is an answer 
to that need."

The VSP said it also will offer two levels of coverage, a standard option and a 
high option. Both options will provide a yearly comprehensive eye exam and 
offer coverage for glasses or contact lenses. Enrollees will be able to use a 
network of more than 32,000 doctors.

"We are delighted by the federal government's decision and commitment to 
provide quality eye care to federal employees and retirees," Rob Lynch , VSP's 
president, said.
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