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Hidden Subsidies
The Vermont Guardian published a story online this week that gives us the first look at hidden subsidies for low wage employers whose workers receive publicly financed health care benefits. Medicaid does not require applicants to provide their employer's name but 5,700 did (50,000 families are enrolled in Medicaid). The state has never tracked or analyzed this information. It is not comprehensive, but it's a good start. 
The figures for each employer show the number of employees whose families have at least one member enrolled. Since many are undoubtedly children, the total is probably higher. The list excludes employers with fewer than 35 employees and the computer program may have missed some others when different names were used (e.g., UVM, Univ. of VT, University of Vermont, etc.). 
In any case, to the extent Price Chopper, Wal-Mart or IBM externalize these costs, the price of their goods at the cash register is misleading since taxpayers are subsidizing their employees. That is, even though I don't eat at McDonalds, my taxes help keep its overhead down.  
The total subsidy for the companies listed is probably $7 - $14 million (VHAP avg. cost = $2,500; Dr, Dynasaur = $1,250). These costs are not usually considered part of the economic development budget but they should be. Take tourism for example: at least 336 Medicaid recipients work at ski areas and motels, which costs the state $400,000 - $800,000 annually (in addition to the $5 million we spend on marketing). 
This is the invisible side of economic development. Until we have objective data on these and other subsidies, legislators cannot make informed choices about priorities or funding. 
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