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Disability Community Fears for Lives, Liberty if Senate Succeeds in 

Changing Colorado Medicaid As We Know It – 
 

Disability organizations throughout Colorado immediately call for the 
media and policy makers to openly acknowledge that the American Health Care 
Act (AHCA) will greatly reduce the services and supports that are currently 
available for people with disabilities (PWD). Switching from the current federal 
government matching state funding model to a ‘per capita cap’ system (meaning 
the federal government gives the state a set amount of money for each Medicaid 
client, regardless of the actual client costs), will force Colorado to abandon a 
decades long policy of creatively, effectively and efficiently serving PWD within 
our state. 
 

Colorado was one of the first states to support Medicaid’s Home and 
Community Based Services (HCBS). Efforts began here in 1974 through the 
Atlantis Community and the first HCBS waiver was granted to Colorado shortly 
after they were made available in 1983.  President Reagan signed the change 
into law in 1981. Colorado has always been a national leader in serving an 
increasing number of clients in the community, and in effectively offering 
alternative methods of services. For decades the Colorado Department of Health 
Care Policy and Financings (HCPF), the State Medicaid agency, has embraced 
creative, locally supported programs that have often become national models of 
helping PWD continue to live in the community. HCBS was one such experiment 
that led to dramatic improvements in how long-term care is provided throughout 
the county. Colorado innovations for people with disabilities did not stop there.  

Colorado was an early adopter of Consumer Directed Care with a law 
allowing a pilot passing almost unanimously in 1996 and implemented by 
Governor Owens in 2001.  This popular program allows Medicaid clients who 
need help with daily activities such as eating, dressing, bathing, etc., to manage 
their care if they or a responsible representative are able to do so.  This flexibility 
saves an automatic 10.75% in the rate and workers are usually paid more 
because clients take responsibility for administration.  Consumer direction of 
long-term care is now considered a best practice nationally and important option. 
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Colorado has also been able to implement a new innovative program that 
allows people with disabilities to work and retain Medicaid, which we view as an 
antidote to the seemingly intractable low employment rate amongst this 
population. “People with significant disabilities need Medicaid to survive. So, if 
we have to live without earned income to be able to get help getting out of bed 
each day, that is what we will do” says Josh Winkler, co-chair of the CCDC Board 
and the person most instrumental in implementing Colorado’s Medicaid Buy-In 
Program for working adults with disabilities. This program allows people on 
Medicaid to work, and pay a premium for their Medicaid. However, without the 
current federal government matching state funding financing system, this 
incredibly innovative program currently serving thousands of people with 
disabilities that have been able to return to work will not continue because state 
law conditions this program on the federal match.  

 
“No matter how great the political will is to support people with disabilities 

in Colorado; If there is a substantial cut the general assembly will have no choice 
but to enact drastic cuts that will devastate people with disabilities and their 
families,” says Elisabeth Arenales, a leading Colorado health care attorney with 
the Colorado Center on Law and Policy (CCLP). 

 
“I believe Federal policy makers do not understand that the AHCA goes 

well beyond repeal of the Affordable Care Act” (ACA), says Julie Reiskin, 
Executive Director of the Colorado Cross-Disability Coalition (CCDC). “The 
HCBS programs, consumer direction, and buy-in programs are all programs that 
were around before the ACA and have nothing to do with repealing the ACA.”  

 
The AHCA will put these life and liberty-sustaining programs at risk. 

Because of the extreme reduction to the Medicaid program under the ACHA, the 
states will be expected to fill in the gap. “In Colorado, we do not have the budget 
flexibility to supplant these cuts,” says Representative Dave Young, a member of 
Colorado’s budget committee. “It’s not about political will here because disability 
programs have long enjoyed bipartisan support in Colorado.”   

 
“Health insurance and health care is critical to people with disabilities,” 

says Reiskin. “The ACHA threatens the ability of those with the most significant 
disabilities to survive. Promises that no one in true need will lose benefits are 
empty without a promise not to cap or cut federal funds for these programs” says 
Reiskin.    
 
Many disability groups in Colorado are deeply concerned that there has literally 
been no public discussion about such a radical policy change. The devastating 
effect that the Medicaid cuts outlined in the AHCA will have on the disabled in 
Colorado are heartless, cruel and must be addressed before it’s too late. 
 


