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California will take a significant step toward achieving access to health care for all in January 
2014, when the Medi-Cal Expansion and subsidized coverage through Covered California will 
provide millions more low- and middle-income Californians with access to care.  
 
While we celebrate this step forward, several aspects of the Affordable Care Act (ACA) raise 
particular challenges and opportunities for older people and people with disabilities, such that: 

• Service providers need to know where to refer people for assistance & 
counseling to make sure they get the coverage and benefits they need, and, 

• Advocates and policymakers need to work for policy reforms to extend more of the 
benefits of health reform to low-income people over 65 and people with disabilities. 

 
• The Medi-Cal Expansion does not change eligibility for people over 65 but does 

increase options for people with disabilities: The Expansion will make it possible to gain 

coverage for income-eligible people age 18-64 who have disabilities but whose disabilities 

have not been recognized by the government. Those who become newly eligible for Medi-

Cal through the Expansion program will enjoy a simpler application process, a higher 

income eligibility threshold, and no asset test. However, people who are already on Medi-

Cal under existing mandatory categories, such as people over 65 and people with 

disabilities on SSI, will not benefit from these changes and will continue to be subject to the 

lower income thresholds and $2,000 asset test.   
 

• ACA may help Medi-Cal clients who currently have a Share of Cost (SOC):  People 

who are not yet 65 and currently have Medi-Cal with a SOC may be eligible for the 

Expansion program, in which higher income limits could make them eligible with no SOC.  

Recent federal regulations indicate that many of those with SOC Medi-Cal should be 

eligible for the Expansion. However, the federal government has not yet provided guidance 

on how the state may evaluate these individuals for the Expansion program.  
 

• Medi-Cal Expansion clients should be able to get long-term services and supports 

(LTSS), but may need to jump through hoops to get it.  The ACA effectively bars states 

from including LTSS as a covered benefit for people in the Expansion program, by saying 

that anyone who requests LTSS must meet the income and asset requirements for 

mandatory Medi-Cal.  California has requested a waiver from the federal government to let 

us include LTSS in our Expansion benefits package, but we expect the federal government 

to reject this request.  Protections in state and federal law mean that people in the 

Expansion program who need LTSS should be able to get it through a “medical frailty” 

exemption, but advocates will need to watch California’s exemption process closely to 

make sure it works.  The danger is that people who are not properly screened for an 

exemption or who are improperly denied an exemption, or who develop a medical problem 

that necessitates LTSS after enrollment in Expansion Medi-Cal, could be stuck with a 

benefit package that does not cover LTSS.   
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• Older people and people with disabilities are at risk of disruptions in coverage when 

they turn 65 or qualify for Medicare.  Differences in eligibility and benefits between 

expansion Medi-Cal and mandatory Medi-Cal mean that some older people and people 

with disabilities will face potential disruptions in coverage when they turn 65 or become 

eligible for Medicare. Potential coverage gaps to be aware of include:   
 

o The income eligibility gap: Some people who are under 65 will qualify for the 

Expansion, with its more generous 138% FPL income threshold, but later will be at 

risk of losing coverage when they turn 65 or get Medicare and thereby become 

subject to a lower income threshold.  

o The asset test gap: Expansion Medi-Cal has no asset test, while mandatory Medi-

Cal limits assets to $2,000 for individuals and $3,000 for couples. Individuals on the 

Expansion program are at risk of losing coverage when they turn 65 or get Medicare 

and become subject to the asset test. 

o The enrollment gap: People turning 65 and people with disabilities transitioning out 

of the Expansion will find applying for mandatory Medi-Cal much more difficult than 

applying for Expansion Medi-Cal. The mandatory Medi-Cal application is long and 

complicated, requiring a detailed listing of expenses ranging from child support to 

health insurance premiums paid, as well as descriptions of many kinds of assets. In 

contrast, an initial application to Covered California for both coverage under the 

exchange or for Expansion Medi-Cal is half as long and requires much simpler 

information about income and insurance status.   

In all of these cases, when a Medi-Cal beneficiary loses eligibility under one Medi-Cal 

category, state and federal law require the state to assess eligibility for other categories of 

Medi-Cal before terminating eligibility. However, as we have seen with other large-scale 

coverage transitions such as mandatory managed care for seniors and people with disabilities, 

clients can fall through the cracks and lose benefits or coverage during these transitions. 

 
SDA’s State Policy Recommendations  
 

1. Apply the same income rules used for the Medi-Cal Expansion program to people over 
65 and people with disabilities on Mandatory Medi-Cal (e.g., raise to 138%)   
 

2. Raise Share of Cost (“Medically Needy”) Medi-Cal income level to 138%  

 

3. Require Eligibility Workers to reassess Medi-Cal clients with a SOC for the Expansion.
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This factsheet was prepared by Jessica Rothhaar for Senior & Disability Action (SDA), which mobilizes and 
educates seniors and people with disabilities to fight for individual rights and social justice. Through individual 

support and collective action, SDA works to create a city and world in which seniors and people with disabilities 
can live well and safely.  Please visit our website at www.sdaction.org.  
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