
www.publichealthlawcenter.org

April 2023

Expanding access to health care for 
all, regardless of immigration status, 
is a racial and health equity priority.

This case study is part of a set of resources that 
provides deeper insights into state policy levers to 
expand access to full health care for all. This set 
includes case studies for California, Colorado, Illinois, 
and Oregon that describe:

 { data about the state’s immigrant populations, and 
their access to health care coverage; 

 { the policy approach; 

 { key components of laws, including actionable and innovative provisions, and limits; 

 { actual or expected outcomes; 

 { political pushback; 

 { related laws; and 

 { key takeaways and lessons learned to help inform efforts in Minnesota and other states. 

The other resources can be found at https://www.publichealthlawcenter.org/health-equity-and-policy.
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Introduction

Immigrants are vital members of thriving communities and contribute to the social and 
economic wellbeing of the U.S. across all sectors and walks of life. Yet, immigrants, and people 
with undocumented status in particular, are forced to navigate profound and unnecessary 
barriers to being able to live healthy lives. Immigration status has a major impact on both 
individual and family health outcomes. This in part because a person’s status, and whether 
they are documented or undocumented, shapes when, where, and how they and their family 
members can access health care services. Numerous studies and reports show that:

 { Structural racism and xenophobia are root causes of undocumented immigrants’ lack of 
access to comprehensive health care coverage in the United States; 

 { Inequities in access to coverage contribute to significant disparities in health; and

 { Indigenous, Black, Latine, Asian American/Pacific Islander, and other people of color* 
experience disproportionately negative health outcomes compared to white people, as 
borne out in the COVID-19 pandemic.1  

Thus, expanding access to health care for all, regardless of immigration status, is a racial and 
health equity priority. This case study describes how Oregon is working towards a health care 
system that covers all Oregonians, regardless of immigration status.

Background

On July 19, 2021, Oregon Governor Kate Brown signed House Bill 3352 (2021)2 into law, 
establishing the Cover All People program. This legislation expands state-funded health care 
coverage to all income-eligible undocumented immigrant residents who were previously 
ineligible due to their immigration status,3 including pregnant people earning up to 190% of the 
federal poverty level (FPL) and other qualifying adults earning up to 138% of the FPL, beginning 
July 1, 2022, subject to available funding. As a result of this legislation, comprehensive health 
care coverage is accessible to children and young adults ages 0-25 years old, and adults 
ages 26-55 years and older, regardless of immigration status. Oregon also provides coverage 

* For this resource, we have used the collective labels listed here as much as possible when referring to various political, 
racial, and ethnic groups. We occasionally have used alternative labels when appropriate, based on terminology used 
in source material, such as cited research reports, quotes, terminology used in a particular jurisdiction’s materials, etc. 
We recognize that the language of equity is constantly evolving and no one label can capture the complexities of racial 
and ethnic identities. We also understand that there may be political implications regarding the use of labels. We do 
not wish to perpetuate insensitivity associated with any of these labels. We recommend that labels preferred by com-
munity members in the specific community or region be used whenever possible.
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for prenatal and postpartum care for up to 12 months for pregnant people, and general 
reproductive health care. However, the state is not yet taking enrollments from people between 
the ages of 26 and 54 years old for the Cover all People program for budgetary reasons, at least 
through July 2023.4

The Approach: Address Racial Inequities by Covering All People, 
But Stagger Implementation to Meet Budget Constraints

The roots of racial injustice and exclusion of people of color are deep in Oregon. For example, 
Oregon was admitted to the union in 1859 as the only free state with an exclusionary law that 
denied citizenship to free Black Americans.5 The state instituted multiple laws infringing upon 
the rights of Black people to own property or enter contracts.6 These laws, known as the Black 
Exclusion Laws, were not formally repealed until 1926.7 Expressly racist language remained 
in the state constitution until 2002.8 The effects of this systemic oppression continue to be 
felt today,9 as evidenced by profound health inequities for communities of color, including 
immigrants.10  

According to the Migration Policy Institute, about 9.7% of Oregon’s population is foreign-
born, including about 108,000 undocumented immigrants.11 Nearly half of all immigrants in 
Oregon are naturalized U.S. citizens.12 Mexicans and Central Americans comprise about three-
fourths (77%) of Oregon’s undocumented immigrants.13 Also, similar to national statistics, 
a large portion of Oregon’s immigrant families living together include a mix of U.S. citizens, 
immigrants with legal status, and undocumented residents.14 Many of the undocumented 
adults living in Oregon are uninsured, often employed in industries without health insurance 
— such as farm work — and excluded from Oregon’s Medicaid program15 known as the Oregon 
Health Plan (OHP).16 According to the Oregon Health Authority (OHA), 94% of the state’s 
population had health insurance in 2019.17 In contrast, nearly half (47%) of the undocumented 
population in the state is uninsured.18 

Latinos make up Oregon’s largest group of immigrants and have one of the highest uninsured 
rates among ethnic groups in the state, largely because of exclusionary health insurance 
structures based on immigration status.19 U.S. immigration policy makes it exceedingly 
difficulty for immigrants coming from Central America or Mexico to gain authorized status; 
wait times to apply for a green card can take as long as 13 and 22 years.20 

The COVID-19 pandemic further highlighted the importance of access to health care coverage, 
as people without access for testing and treatment suffered worse health outcomes. For 
example, a March 2021 report noted that although Latinos make up about 13% of the state’s 
population, they comprised 26% of the state’s COVID-19 cases.21 Undocumented Oregonians, 
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the largest remaining group in the state without access to coverage, experienced even more 
disproportionate impacts.22 Senator Elizabeth Steiner Hayward, who carried the HB 3352 
Cover All People bill, spoke to the need to correct this wrong: “When the most vulnerable 
among us can access health care, our whole state is healthier. Those who are currently barred 
from access to health care include essential workers, retail and food service workers, as well 
as parents and caretakers. Ensuring this community can receive timely treatment and vital 
preventative care will keep all communities healthier.”23  

Oregon has undertaken many executive, legislative, and administrative efforts to address 
racial equity issues in the state. In 2020, Governor Brown convened a Racial Justice Council24 
made up of representatives from diverse backgrounds with the goals of channeling the voices 
of the people most impacted by historical and institutional racism and prioritizing equitable 
systems, policies, and practices that fully support all people. The Cover All People legislation 
was a priority recommendation and accomplishment of the Racial Justice Council in 2021.25 
Access, affordability, and equity were key areas of interest in listening sessions, according 
to the Joint Task Force on Universal Health Care in Oregon which published its Community 
Listening Session Research Synopsis in August 2022.26 In addition, OHA’s Division of Equity 
and Inclusion has committed to reducing barriers to medical access for migrant and seasonal 
farmworkers, who play a vital role in the state’s economy.27 

The Oregon Latino Health Coalition28 (OLHC), a statewide, culture-specific nonprofit 
organization that addresses health disparities among Oregon’s Latino community, was a 
leading advocate for the legislation. OLHC held weekly meetings with government officials 
during the legislative session and secured 60 endorsements.29 OLHC also advocated for the 
legislation with fact sheets30 and community organizing. The coalition’s executive director, 
Olivia Quiroz, noted that one of the impacts would be providing people with access to 
preventative care: “We want people to address their early chronic illnesses and any condition 
they might be experiencing before it gets out of hand. This is such a key part of prevention and 
ensuring that fewer people in our community get ill and carry the burden of their medical costs. 
We want to make sure the people in our community are healthy, protected, and able to work 
and take care of their kids and contribute back.”31 

Lawmakers estimated that the bill would expand Medicaid-like coverage to approximately 
100,000 Oregonians who would be eligible for Medicaid but for their undocumented status.32 
During her testimony in support of the legislation, Rep. Andrea Salinas spoke to immigrants’ 
essential role in the labor force, their work in frontline industries that remained open 
throughout the pandemic, and the opportunity the bill provides to extend health care to them.33 
Advocates also argued that “[f]rom an economic standpoint, this is just common-sense 
policy[.]”34 Co-chief sponsor of the bill and physician, Maxine Pexter, emphasized that “people 
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who can’t afford basic preventative care are relying on emergency services, the riskiest and 
most expensive care that[,] under federal law, Oregonians are paying for already. With Cover 
All People, we’re containing costs and keeping people healthy.”35 

Notably, in 2021, the Oregon Legislature passed SJR 12 (2021),36 which proposed amending the 
Oregon Constitution to establish an obligation to ensure that every state resident has access 
to cost-effective, affordable health care as a fundamental right.37 The proposed amendment, 
known as Measure 111, appeared on the 2022 ballot and narrowly passed with 50.7% of the 
vote, making Oregon the first state in the nation with a constitutional provision declaring 
affordable health care to be a fundamental right.38 However, funding is needed to deliver on 
that promise.

Key Policy Components

Findings. Oregon’s legislation does not include a findings section.

Actionable Provisions. The group of enacted legislation expands state-funded health care 
coverage to all income-eligible undocumented immigrant residents in certain age groups 
who were previously ineligible due to their immigration status, including pregnant people 
earning up to 190% of the federal poverty level (FPL) and other qualifying adults earning up 
to 138% of the FPL, beginning July 1, 2022, subject to available funding. The new legislation 
provides coverage, regardless of immigration status, for:  youth and young adults, ages 0-25 
years old; and adults ages 26 years and older; prenatal and postpartum care for 12 months 
for pregnant people, and general reproductive health care. The legislation authorizes OHA 
to restrict eligibility to specific categories or groups of individuals if necessary to stay within 
the appropriated budget; OHA used this authority to limit enrollment during the initial roll out 
period to people under 26 and over 54 years old. For more information about Oregon’s laws, 
see the State Law Table that is part of this set of resources.

The Cover All People program is one of several building blocks in addressing inequity in 
Oregon’s health care system. The legislation builds on previous measures. In 2009, the state 
extended health care coverage to youth whose families earned up to 300% of the FPL through 
Oregon’s Children’s Health Insurance Program.39 In 2017, lawmakers passed Cover All Kids 
(SB 558)40 to extend coverage to all Oregon youth residents who were previously ineligible 
due to their immigration status.41 By the start of 2020, nearly 6,000 newly eligible children 
had enrolled.42 Additionally, the OHA offers additional health care programs within the OHP 
including the Citizen Alien Waived Emergent Medical (CAWEM)43 and temporary prenatal 
care (CAWEM Plus) coverage.44  
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House Bill 3352 (2021) establishes specific responsibilities and accountability measures, 
requiring OHA to:

 { Develop statewide educational outreach, engagement, and marketing strategies for the 
Cover All People program, with the goal of enrolling all eligible individuals in the state;45

 { Convene a work group composed of individuals with experience conducting outreach to 
members of racial, ethnic, and language minorities, families living in geographic isolation, 
and families with additional barriers to accessing health care to help OHA develop an 
implementation and evaluation plan that ensures community feedback is included from a 
health equity perspective;46

 { In collaboration with the work group, implement and evaluate outreach, education, and 
engagement strategies that will most effectively encourage enrollment in the program;47

 { Develop and administer a grant program to fund organizations and community-based 
groups to deliver culturally specific and targeted outreach, and provide direct application 
assistance to minority communities, families living in rural areas, and persons with 
additional barriers accessing health care (e.g., cognitive, mental health, physical 
disabilities, chemical dependency, or families experiencing housing insecurity);48

 { Seek any federal approval or waivers of federal requirements to maximize federal financial 
participation in the costs of providing Medical Assistance to adults in the Cover All People 
program.49 Notably, in 2022, under a federal $1.1 billion agreement, and a cost of nearly 
$500 million to Oregon, the state will guarantee coverage for children under 6 years old 
and provide housing and food support as part of OHP;50 and

 { Report to the 2023 regular session of the Legislative Assembly on program 
implementation.51

The law also appropriates $100 million to OHA for the Cover All People program.52  Legislators 
intend to review the program to determine appropriate funding levels for future biennia.53

Innovative Provisions. This legislation requires specific, detailed processes that are intended to 
advance racial and health equity aims relating to outreach, enrollment, access to services, use 
of services, active community-centered roles in programmatic and funding decision-making 
processes, and health outcomes. These include:

 { Task Force meetings with communities of color to consider the needs the plan should meet 
and delivery options.54 
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 { A multi-pronged, linguistically and culturally responsive approach to encourage 
undocumented immigrants’ enrollment.55 Efforts include establishing a stakeholder 
workgroup of diverse community partners to launch a statewide outreach campaign and 
investing nearly $2.5 million in funding for community-based organizations to provide 
outreach, enrollment, and system navigation services.56 These efforts are considered 
particularly important because of enrollment barriers and undocumented immigrant 
residents’ reluctance to engage with the state due to fear about potential impacts on their 
immigration status.

 { The 2009 legislation led to the development of OHP’s Community Partner Outreach 
Program that helps people enroll through focused, community-based outreach to 
underserved groups.57 

 ] To support successful implementation, the OLHC has partnered with OHP to provide 
culturally and linguistically responsive outreach, enrollment, and system navigation 
services to Latino immigrant communities in Clackamas and Multnomah counties, based 
on the promotora (community health worker) model.58 

 { To promote the uptake of coverage and prevent disenrollment, Oregon (like other states) 
is employing a variety of strategies, including automatically transitioning children from 
emergency Medicaid into the state-funded coverage (Cover All Kids).59 

 { According to media reports, the state will engage with community groups and bilingual 
community representatives to help spread the word and reach underserved and 
marginalized communities using a variety of formats such as social media, flyers, 
advertisements and grassroots community engagement. This effort will build upon 
past experiences, including the state’s efforts to make COVID-19 vaccines more widely 
available.60

Limitations

Like other jurisdictions, Oregon’s legislation has faced several limitations, such as:

 { Despite the initial $100 million appropriation, funding remains a key barrier. As is true of 
nearly every jurisdiction that has enacted legislation thus far, Oregon’s Cover All People 
program covers some, but not all, age groups. The 26–54-year-old age group remained 
uninsured during the initial roll out period. OHA is authorized under the legislation to 
initially restrict enrollment to specific categories or groups of individuals if necessary 
to stay within the appropriated budget, based on recommendations from the Healthier 
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Oregon Advisory Work Group to ensure community feedback is considered. To stay 
within the budget for the first year, the advisory work group recommended excluding the 
26–54-year-old age group. However, the law requires the program to be open to all age 
groups by July 2023. Thus, OHA expects to add this age group if the Oregon Legislature 
approves funding in the 2023 session.61  

 { Income requirements may impede enrollment of individuals who are otherwise eligible. 
Elimination or minimization of paperwork supports enrollment and use of services.

 { There could be concerns about how Oregon residents without legal residency would be 
protected in this plan. The Oregon legislation does not expressly prohibit information 
sharing with the federal government. 

 { Officials will need to design an education, outreach, and strategy plan to reach different 
immigrant populations and groups, including both urban Portland and rural or migrant 
farmworker communities.62  

Actual or Anticipated Outcomes

Because the federal Medicaid program largely prohibits coverage of undocumented immigrants 
and has a five-year waiting period for people who have met federal immigration qualifications, 
the new program is expected to be funded entirely by the state. OHA has preliminarily 
estimated an “average monthly cost of coverage per member per month of $540, an eligible 
population of 55,000, and eventual program uptake of 80% of eligible individuals.”63 The full 
impact and costs associated with allowing undocumented adults to enroll in the program is 
difficult to accurately predict, according to the fiscal impact report for the legislation. Given 
the immigration status of the eligible population, there is considerable uncertainty about these 
estimates and the trajectory of program enrollment and utilization.64 Additionally, the budget 
report notes that OHA will be required to attempt to get federal waivers to offset costs of 
enrolling undocumented adult immigrant residents in Oregon’s Cover All People program (as 
this specific population would generally be ineligible for federal matching funds).65 

Participants will be eligible for the full scope of Medicaid equivalent benefits with no 
copayments or premiums, gaining access to primary and preventative care, dental care, and 
behavioral health services.

Despite the significant investment made by the state’s lawmakers, $100 million is not enough 
to cover all potential enrollees. State officials estimate the total cost of covering the estimated 
55,000 eligible people to be roughly $250 - $350 million, assuming about 80% of eligible 

Case Study: Oregon’s Goal to Cover All People

April 2023

http://publichealthlawcenter.org/
http://www.publichealthlawcenter.org
http://publichealthlawcenter.org/


www.publichealthlawcenter.org 9

persons enroll. Oregon lawmakers were meeting during the 2023 legislative session to plan the 
upcoming two-year budget as this case study was being published.

Commenting on House Bill 3352 (2021), Governor Brown remarked: “By providing families 
with health coverage and giving them access to preventive and primary health care, Cover All 
People will reduce health care costs in Oregon. On average, states that expand health coverage 
have outpaced other states in terms of job growth. Expanding quality health care coverage 
is linked to individuals obtaining and maintaining employment, benefiting the economy. 
Health insurance coverage also reduces individual debt, increasing economic activity and 
productivity.”66 

Universal health care is likely the last piece of Oregon’s legislative plan. In September 2022, 
the Joint Task Force on Universal Health Care released a Final Report and Recommendations, 
recommending a state-based universal health care plan.67  

Political Pushback

House Bill 3352 (2021) was enacted with solid majority votes in both the House (37-21) and 
Senate (17-11), with the vote falling along party lines (Democrats voted in favor, Republicans 
opposed). Some of those opposed were concerned about the prospect of large groups of 
people moving into Oregon for free health care, thereby increasing wait times and costs.68 
There was also opposition based on concerns about the cost to fund the program and 
questions about its long-term financial sustainability.69  

However, supporters of the legislation assert that there are uncalculated savings to the state 
if people are able to seek preventative care in clinics or primary care offices instead of making 
costly trips to emergency rooms.70 Primary care can prevent minor issues from worsening. But 
for undocumented residents without insurance, all too often the only option is do without care 
until the situation reaches the emergency room level, where patients cannot be turned away 
for lack of insurance or inability to pay. Expansion of health care for adults with low incomes 
has also been associated with increases in preventive care for their children.71 

Related Legislation

In addition to the 2022 state constitutional amendment establishing access to health care as 
a right,72 Oregon has recently adopted other legislation or implemented programs supporting 
access to health care services and other social needs for undocumented immigrants, including:
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 { HB 4052 (enacted in 2022): Requires OHA to provide pilot program grants to two 
culturally and linguistically specific mobile health units that serve populations of color.73  
Immigrants and “migrant and seasonal farmworkers” are included in the bill’s definition of 
communities of color, without reference to documentation status. 

 { SB732 (effective July 1, 2022): Requires equity advisory committees for each school district 
and prohibits exclusion of committee members based on immigration status.74 

 { The Oregon Worker Relief Fund provides financial relief to undocumented workers who 
lost wages or work due to COVID-19.75 This fund was first established in 2020 to assist 
undocumented workers struggling during the pandemic; the 2022 budget allocation of $65 
million was the largest allocation to date.76 

 { In Healthier Together Oregon’s 2020-2024 State Health Improvement Plan, reducing 
legal barriers for (undocumented) immigrant communities was identified as a strategy to 
advance equity and justice. Ensuring access to culturally responsive prenatal/postnatal 
care for undocumented people and expanding evidence based preventative health services 
were also identified as priorities.77 

 { In 2019, the Oregon Legislative Assembly passed SB 770,78 which established the Task 
Force on Universal Health Care.79 The Task Force is responsible for recommending a 
universal health care system that offers comprehensive, equitable, affordable, quality, 
publicly funded health care to all residents of the state.80 

 { Undocumented immigrants are eligible to participate in Oregon’s Prescription Drug 
Program.81  

 { Undocumented immigrants are also eligible to participate in the state’s Temporary 
Assistance for Domestic Violence Survivors82  program if the they have children or are 
pregnant.

Key Takeaways and Lessons Learned

This legislation is part of a long-term, sustained strategy involving multiple pieces of 
interrelated legislation over time, aided by the participation of strong community-based 
coalitions. As in other states seeking to provide undocumented immigrants with access to 
affordable, comprehensive health care coverage, Oregon’s legislation demonstrates investment 
through an incremental approach, beginning with providing access to coverage for children and 
young adults up through age 25, people who are pregnant and postpartum up to 12 months, 
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and persons ages 26 to 55 and up, with a staggered implementation due to funding constraints. 
The bill embeds processes that are poised to advance racial and health equity aims, with 
sustained assessment, implementation and accountability measures built in, supported by 
community advisory group mechanisms. Further consultation with community advocates and 
Oregon health officials will likely yield valuable insights and further meaningful guidance for 
other states.

The research for this report is current through March 15, 2023. This report was prepared by the Public Health Law 
Center with support from the Center for Prevention at Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Minnesota. The Public Health Law 
Center (PHLC) provides educational information and technical assistance on issues related to chronic disease prevention 
policy and health equity. PHLC does not lobby, nor does it provide legal representation or advice. This information is for 
educational purposes only; PHLC does not request that a policymaker take any specific action, nor should this information 
be considered legal advice.
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