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By Mike O’Neal
moneal@npco.com

The partial collapse in Febru-
ary and subsequent demolition of 
the oldest building on LaFayette’s 
downtown square permanently 
changed the city’s streetscape.

It also meant radical change for 
City Councilman Ben Bradford, 
whose law offices were housed in 
the adjacent building, 105 LaFay-
ette Square, that shared a wall with 
the circa 1840s structure that fell.

“After a lot of prayer and 
anguish,” Bradford said he must 
give up temporary quarters across 
the street and find another per-
manent space.

Because the square is not recog-
nized as an historic district, any 
renovation of his building would 
require bringing it into compliance 
with current building codes. For 
Bradford and his family, those costs 
would exceed the property’s value.

By Marshall Allen
ProPublica

This story was co-published with NPR.

To an outsider, the fancy booths at 
last month’s health insurance indus-
try gathering in San Diego aren’t very 
compelling. A handful of companies 
pitching “lifestyle” data and salespeo-
ple touting jargony phrases like “social 
determinants of health.”

But dig deeper and the implica-
tions of what they’re selling might 
give many patients pause: A future 
in which everything you do — the 
things you buy, the food you eat, the 
time you spend watching TV — may 
help determine how much you pay 
for health insurance.

With little public scrutiny, the health 
insurance industry has joined forces 
with data brokers to vacuum up per-
sonal details about hundreds of mil-
lions of Americans, including, odds 
are, many readers of this story. The 
companies are tracking your race, edu-
cation level, TV habits, marital status, 
net worth. They’re collecting what you 
post on social media, whether you’re 
behind on your bills, what you order 
online. Then they feed this informa-
tion into complicated computer algo-
rithms that spit out predictions about 
how much your health care could cost 
them.

Are you a woman who recently 
changed your name? You could be 
newly married and have a pricey 
pregnancy pending. Or maybe you’re 
stressed and anxious from a recent 
divorce. That, too, the computer mod-
els predict, may run up your medi-
cal bills.

Are you a woman who’s purchased 
plus-size clothing? You’re considered 
at risk of depression. Mental health 
care can be expensive.

Low-income and a minority? That 
means, the data brokers say, you are 
more likely to live in a dilapidated and 
dangerous neighborhood, increasing 
your health risks.

“We sit on oceans of data,” said Eric 
McCulley, director of strategic solu-
tions for LexisNexis Risk Solutions, 
during a conversation at the data firm’s 
booth. And he isn’t apologetic about 
using it. “The fact is, our data is in the 
public domain,” he said. “We didn’t 
put it out there.”

Insurers contend they use the infor-
mation to spot health issues in their 
clients — and flag them so they get ser-
vices they need. And companies like 
LexisNexis say the data shouldn’t be 
used to set prices. But as a research 
scientist from one company told me: 
“I can’t say it hasn’t happened.”

At a time when every week brings 
a new privacy scandal and worries 
abound about the misuse of personal 
information, patient advocates and 
privacy scholars say the insurance 
industry’s data gathering runs counter 
to its touted, and federally required, 
allegiance to patients’ medical privacy. 
The Health Insurance Portability and 
Accountability Act, or HIPAA, only 
protects medical information.

“We have a health privacy machine 
that’s in crisis,” said Frank Pasquale, 
a professor at the University of Mary-
land Carey School of Law who spe-
cializes in issues related to machine 
learning and algorithms. “We have 
a law that only covers one source of 
health information. They are rapidly 
developing another source.”

Patient advocates warn that using 
unverified, error-prone “lifestyle” data 
to make medical assumptions could 
lead insurers to improperly price plans 
— for instance raising rates based on 
false information — or discriminate 
against anyone tagged as high cost. 

And, they say, the use of the data 
raises thorny questions that should 
be debated publicly, such as: Should a 
person’s rates be raised because algo-
rithms say they are more likely to run 
up medical bills? Such questions would 
be moot in Europe, where a strict law 
took effect in May that bans trading 
in personal data.

This year, ProPublica and NPR are 
investigating the various tactics the 
health insurance industry uses to maxi-
mize its profits. Understanding these 
strategies is important because patients 
— through taxes, cash payments and 
insurance premiums — are the ones 
funding the entire health care system. 
Yet the industry’s bewildering web of 
strategies and inside deals often have 
little to do with patients’ needs. As the 
series’ first story showed, contrary to 
popular belief, lower bills aren’t health 
insurers’ top priority.

Inside the San Diego Convention 
Center last month, there were few

Health insurers are vacuuming up details 
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By Kevin Freking
Associated Press

WASHINGTON  — Members 
of Congress warned Tuesday, 
July 17, that newspapers in their 
home states are in danger of 
reducing news coverage, laying 
off workers or going out of busi-
ness if the United States main-
tains recently imposed tariffs 
on Canadian newsprint.

The Trump administration 
ordered the tariffs in response 
to a complaint from a paper pro-
ducer in Washington state. It 
argues that Canadian competi-
tors take advantage of govern-
ment subsidies to sell their prod-
uct at unfairly low prices.

About a dozen lawmakers tes-
tified Tuesday morning against 
making the tariffs permanent 
during a United States Interna-
tional Trade Commission hear-
ing. The commission is review-
ing whether U.S. producers of 
certain groundwood paper prod-
ucts, including newsprint, have 
been materially injured because 
of the imports from Canada. 
The commission’s findings help 
determine whether the Depart-
ment of Commerce makes the 
tariffs permanent.

Newsprint is generally the 
second-largest expense for 
local papers. The tariffs have 
increased newsprint prices by 
25 to 30 percent.

Sens. Susan Collins and Angus 
King of Maine both argued that 
the tariffs will hurt the industry 
they’re designed to help because 
it will diminish the market for 
newsprint in America as news-
papers shrink or close.

“If you end up with a smaller 
market, you haven’t helped any-
body, let alone the plant in Wash-
ington that is petitioning for this 
help,” King said.

The newsprint tariffs reflect 
President Donald Trump’s tough 
new approach to U.S. trade rela-
tions, but they are separate 
from other high-profile trade 
actions taken in recent weeks. 
The administration has also 
sought to curb imports from 
China and steel and aluminum 
imports from a range of coun-
tries.

No lawmaker testified in favor 
of the tariffs. The lawmakers who 
testified included Republicans 
and Democrats from a broad 
cross-section of the country.

LaFayette council had a busy night
Topics covered include eyesore no more, hello SRO, 
goodbye councilman and boosting employee benefits 

This house at 211 E. Villanow St., abandoned in 2009 and burned in 2017, 
has finally been released from all federal bankruptcy encumberances and 
should be demolished before month’s end. / Mike O’Neal

Staff reports

For full coverage of Tues-
day’s runoff election in Walker 
County, go to our website at 
catwalkchatt.com, or read next 
week’s newspapers. 

With little public scrutiny, the health insurance industry has joined forces with 
data brokers to vacuum up personal details about hundreds of millions of 
Americans, including, odds are, many readers of this story. The companies 
are tracking your race, education level, TV habits, marital status, net worth. 
They’re collecting what you post on social media, whether you’re behind on 
your bills, what you order online. / Justin Volz-special to ProPublica
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