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Jim Oukrop had been with HealthPartners only three years in
1982 when management dropped a big assignment on the Bumsville native. A fire had just destroyed the Northwestern Bank
building in downtown Minneapolis .The consequences were devastating for the bank and other businesses located in the 16-story
building because back then companies ran almost entirely on paper with no off-site backup.
His managers asked the 28-year-old Oukrop, who had a degree
in microbiology from the University of Minnesota, to spearhead
development of a plan that would prepare the company to deal
with disasters similar to the fire. It was a major mission on which
he worked extensively. Fortunately for Oukrop, his recommendations were well received. That understandably led to another
special project.
In this one, HealthPartners' workers' compensation insurer
claimed it was owed an additional $35,000 for coverage provided. Oukrop was assigned to find the facts. He discovered the insurer had based its charge on closed claims that should not have
been counted. The dispute was resolved in HP's favor. Another
special assignment followed. The Minnesota Employees' Right
to Know Act had been implemented that required all employees
be made aware of any exposure to hazards in the workplace. It
was an especially crucial assignment because as a health-care
provider, HealthPartners' employees had significant exposures.
Oukrop's task was to ensure compliance.
After this undertaking, he realized what was needed were not
special assignments like he was being given, but a permanent,
company-wide safety program. He approached management
with the suggestion he start one. It agreed. His title became Manager of Health and Safety. Three decades later he still holds it,
but it is a far different--and more massive--job than when he
started.
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HealthPartners began self insuring for worker's compensation in
1990, a decision that fell under Oukrop's responsibility. "What
people may not realize is that medical facilities have their share
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The day begins with registration at 1:30 p.m. and includes a regular education program. It
concludes with social networking between 4:30 and 6 p.m.
"We are the only organization in the state that is dedicated solely to the employers' best interest on workers' compensation," Oukrop pointed out. "I think the best thing the MEWCA does," he explained, "is to keep employers from getting blind sided by legislation."
In fact, The Alliance is coming off one of its strongest legislative showings ever. In the
2015 session, legislation was passed that is expected to cut workers' compensation inpatient hospital costs by 10 to 15 percent as well as slow future medical increases. Beginning
last month, the new law required that Minnesota's workers' compensation system use the
same hospital reimbursement system as Medicare, which is based on a patient's diagnosis
using Medicare Severity--Diagnosis-Related Groups. This replaces the previous system

Jim Oukrop's early assignments help
creat the position he now holds.
of traditional work-camp exposures," Oukrop
pointed out. "For example, there is a lot of lifting and moving of patients as well as unique
exposures such as cuts and needlesficks. We
also have office-type concerns such as repetitive stress syndrome because of all the computer work that goes on. We see the complete
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spectrum of claims. Because of our size, selfinsuring made sense for us."

This dual perspective, Oukrop said, has helped
significantly his understanding of both sides.
And, the insight that comes from it is likely
one of the reasons he has been selected as
president of the Minnesota Employers Workers Compensation Alliance (formerly known
as the Minnesota Self-Insurers Association.)
He succeeds Sandra Bodensteiner, Claims
Manager for the City of St. Paul, who has just
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In addition to its new president and new name,
MEWCA has a new mission: increasing membership. It has opened up to employers, even
if they do not self insure. Associate memberships are available to insurance brokers, claims
handlers, TPAs, attorneys, vendors and others
who are involved in the work-camp system.
The Alliance is sponsoring a get-acquainted
meeting March 3 at the Town & Country Club
in St. Paul that is free to prospective members.
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'1 think that law is an example of

MINNESOTA EMPLOYERS
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what employers, self insurers, the
insurance industry and state

government working together
can accomplish.'
--Jim Oukrop
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that based reimbursement on charges billed for each patient treatment.
The new law further enhances electronic billing, reduces hospitals'
paperwork and payment disputes. It also ensures injured workers' disability payments are directly deposited into their own accounts. Additionally, the law authorizes the Department of Labor and Industry next
year to set up a similar system for outpatient hospital and ambulatory
surgical centers that serve injured workers.
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Both Department of Labor Industry Commissioner Ken Peterson and
Insurance Federation of Minnesota president Bob Johnson have called
it the most significant work comp legislation in more than two decades. "I think that law is an example of what employers, self insurers, the insurance industry and state government working together can
accomplish," Oukrop said. "It goes a long way to keeping our state's
work comp system strong. •
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