State Licensing Handbook

Chapter 25
Multiple Employer Welfare Arrangements

Multiple employer welfare arrangements (MEWAs) are arrangements that allow a group of employers to collectively offer health insurance coverage to their employees. MEWAs are most often found among employer groups belonging to a common trade, industry or professional association.

MEWA plans are generally available to the employees, and sometimes their dependents, of the employers who are part of the arrangement. People who do not have an employment connection to the group cannot obtain coverage through the MEWA plan. MEWA plans cannot be sold to the public.

To qualify as an MEWA, the organization must be nonprofit, in existence for at least five years and created for purposes other than that of obtaining health insurance coverage. In other words, employers cannot group together solely for the purpose of offering health insurance. However, employers that have already grouped together for another common purpose (e.g., a trade association) may also offer health insurance coverage to their member employers.

States and the federal government coordinate the regulation of MEWAs pursuant to a 1982 amendment to the federal Employee Retirement Income Security Act (ERISA). This dual jurisdiction gives states the primary responsibility for overseeing the financial soundness of MEWAs and the licensing of MEWA operators. The U.S. Department of Labor (DOL) enforces the fiduciary provisions of ERISA against MEWA operators to the extent that a MEWA is an ERISA plan or is holding plan assets. State insurance laws that set standards requiring specified levels of reserves or contributions are applicable to MEWAs even if they are also covered by ERISA.

The NAIC has adopted a model regulation, Prevention of Illegal Multiple Employer Welfare Arrangements (MEWAs) and Other Illegal Health Insurers Model Regulation (#220), to give guidance to the states in the supervision of MEWAs.
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