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California Responds to COVID-19 Emergency by
Providing Path to Coverage for
Millions of Californians
Covered California Expands Special Enrollment
and Medi-Cal Seeks Waivers to Foster Coverage

•

Effective immediately, anyone uninsured and eligible to enroll in health care
coverage through Covered California can sign up through the end of June.

•

The Department of Health Care Services announces new steps to help those
eligible for Medi-Cal sign up easily and get immediate coverage.

•

The moves come amid widespread disruption in the lives and livelihoods of
Californians as public health officials seek to reduce the spread of COVID-19.

•

All medically necessary screening and testing for COVID-19 are free of charge,
and all health plans available through Medi-Cal and Covered California offer
telehealth options.

•

These actions build on increased state subsidies and the implementation of a
state penalty, both of which took effect in January 2020.

SACRAMENTO, Calif. — As the state of California is taking action on many fronts to
respond to the COVID-19 pandemic, Covered California and the Department of Health
Care Services (DHCS) joined together to make sure that those losing employment
would have a ready path to coverage — whether through Medi-Cal or the plans offered
through Covered California.

Effective Friday, March 20, Covered California opened the health insurance exchange
to any eligible uninsured individuals who need health care coverage amid the COVID-19
national emergency. Anyone who meets Covered California’s eligibility requirements,
which are similar to those in place during the annual open-enrollment period, can sign
up for coverage through June 30.
“We want to get as many people covered as possible to ensure they have access to the
health care they need,” said Peter V. Lee, executive director of Covered California.
“Having more people insured is the right thing to do, and this action builds on our efforts
to leave no one behind in California.”
People who sign up through Covered California will have access to private health
insurance plans with monthly premiums that may be lowered due to federal and new
state financial help that became effective in 2020. After selecting a plan, their coverage
would begin on the first of the following month — meaning individuals losing job-based
coverage will not face a gap in coverage.
In addition, consumers who sign up through CoveredCA.com may find out that they are
eligible for no-cost or low-cost coverage through Medi-Cal, which they can enroll in
online. Those eligible for Medi-Cal can have coverage that is immediately effective.
California has put a 90-day hold on Medi-Cal renewal reviews, ensuring those already
enrolled can continue their coverage and freeing up resources to quickly process the
expected new enrollments. DHCS also is seeking expanded authority to expedite
enrollment for seniors and other vulnerable populations, expand the use of telehealth,
and take other steps to make care easier to access.
“The extraordinary challenges posed by COVID-19 demand an equally extraordinary
response, and the Medi-Cal and Covered California systems are stepping up to meet
the need for health coverage and ease access to services,” said Dr. Bradley P. Gilbert,
Director of the Department of Health Care Services.
DHCS oversees Medi-Cal, California’s version of Medicaid, which provides coverage for
about 13 million Californians.
The California Department of Managed Health Care (DMHC) and the California
Department of Insurance will provide guidance to health plans on the special-enrollment
period, which will also include off-exchange health plans. This will ensure consumers
enrolling in the entire individual market in California will have access to coverage during
the pandemic emergency.
“We are working together to protect the health and safety of Californians during this
pandemic,” said DMHC Director Shelley Rouillard. “This includes making sure that
Californians are able to access health care coverage. Opening a special-enrollment
period due to COVID-19 offers new coverage options to Californians when they need it
most.”
(more)
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All Covered California and Medi-Cal Plans Offering Telehealth Options
All health plans offered through Covered California and by Medi-Cal provide telehealth
options for enrollees, giving individuals the ability to connect with a health care
professional by phone or video without having to personally visit a doctor’s office or
hospital.
All medically necessary screening and testing for COVID-19 is free of charge. This
includes telehealth or doctor’s office visits as well as network emergency room or urgent
care visits when necessary for the purpose of screening and testing for COVID-19. In
addition, Medi-Cal covers costs associated with COVID-19 in both its managed care
plans and with fee for service providers. Covered California health plans will help cover
costs that arise from any required treatment or hospitalization.
“A core part of our mission is improving access to high-quality health care, and that has
never been more important than it is right now in California,” Lee said.
New Ad Campaign to Get the Word Out
Covered California will be alerting the public about the new special enrollment period
through television, radio and digital ads. Covered California is already running ads that
highlight the new financial help that is available for the first time this year, the new state
individual mandate penalty and ads that make the connection to the COVID-19
pandemic and the ability to get coverage.
Click here to listen to the radio ad currently airing that highlights what consumers can do
in face of the COVID-19 epidemic .
Watch the new television ads focusing on the financial help and penalties in English and
Spanish here.
New State Subsidies Help Californians Lower Their Health Care Costs
Californians who sign up for coverage may be able to benefit from a new state
subsidy program that expanded the amount of financial help available to many
people. The subsidies are already benefitting about 625,000 Covered California
consumers. Roughly 576,000 lower-income consumers, who earn between 200 and
400 percent of the federal poverty level (FPL), are receiving an average of $608 per
month, per household in federal tax credits and new state subsidies (which averages
$23 per household). The financial assistance lowers the average household monthly
premium from $881 per month to $272, a decrease of 70 percent.
In addition, nearly 32,000 middle-income consumers have already qualified for new
state subsidies, with average state subsidy to eligible households is $504 per month,
lowering their monthly premium by nearly half.
(more)
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Many of those eligible for the new middle-income state subsidies are an estimated
280,000 Californians who are likely eligible for new state or existing federal subsidies
but kept their “off-exchange” coverage. They are also eligible to switch to Covered
California and benefit from the financial help. During this special enrollment period,
Covered California, its health plans and certified agents will be reaching out to these
Californians to let them know how they can save money on their premiums – which will
help them keep their coverage in challenging financial times.
California’s Success in Expanding Coverage Strengthens Pandemic Response
The policies announced today build on the success of the Affordable Care Act in
California. Since the law was signed 10 years ago, California’s uninsured rate has
dropped to a record low of 7.2 percent thanks to the expansion of Medi-Cal and the
creation of Covered California.
“California’s policy makers made important choices ten years ago to build the Covered
California exchange and dramatically expand the state’s Medi-Cal program. Those
choices — as well as new efforts by Gov. Newsom and the Legislature to bolster
financial support to buy coverage — mean many millions of people have coverage
today and can get it tomorrow for this critical moment in time,” Lee said. “Our goals now
must be to make sure we meet the needs of those without insurance -- whether they
just lost their coverage or lost their income – while assuring those with coverage get the
care they need, when then need it. The urgency of this public health crisis calls on all of
us to do everything we can to help Californians.”
Staying Safe While Getting Help Enrolling
With the just announced order for Californians to stay home if they are not engaged in
essential work or travel, Covered California is working with the more than 10,000
Certified Insurance Agents that help Californians sign up and understand their coverage
options through phone-based service models.
“We are in a different world right now, but social distance does not mean you cannot get
personal help,” Lee said. “Our agents and staff are stepping up to help people by phone
and support them to enroll online.”
Consumers can easily find out if they are eligible Medi-Cal or other forms of financial
help and see which plans are available in their area by using the CoveredCA.Com Shop
and Compare Tool and entering their ZIP code, household income and the ages of
those who need coverage.
Those interested in learning more about their coverage options can also:
•
•

Visit www.CoveredCA.com.
Get free and confidential assistance over the phone, in a variety of languages,
from a certified enroller.
(more)
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•
•

Have a certified enroller call them and help them for free.
Call Covered California at (800) 300-1506.

About Covered California
Covered California is the state’s health insurance marketplace, where Californians can
find affordable, high-quality insurance from top insurance companies. Covered
California is the only place where individuals who qualify can get financial assistance on
a sliding scale to reduce premium costs. Consumers can then compare health
insurance plans and choose the plan that works best for their health needs and budget.
Depending on their income, some consumers may qualify for the low-cost or no-cost
Medi-Cal program.
Covered California is an independent part of the state government whose job is to make
the health insurance marketplace work for California’s consumers. It is overseen by a
five-member board appointed by the governor and the Legislature. For more information
about Covered California, please visit www.CoveredCA.com.
About the Department of Health Care Services
The California Department of Health Care Services (DHCS) is the backbone of
California’s health care safety net. It provides access to affordable, integrated, highquality health care, including medical, dental, mental health, substance use treatment
services and long-term care. DHCS funds health care services for about 13 million
Medi-Cal beneficiaries and is the largest health care purchaser in California. It
collaborates with the federal government and other state agencies, counties, and
partners to invest more than $100 billion for the care of low-income families, children,
pregnant women, seniors, and persons with disabilities. For more information about
DHCS, please visit www.dhcs.ca.gov.
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