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Expanding Health Care Options Include  
Crossing the Border
INSURANCE: Plan
Provides Primary Care
In Mexico for Workers
n By BRITTANY MEILING

A Chula Vista-based company is bring-
ing a new offering to the table providing 
cross-border health options for people 
living and working on both sides of the 
U.S.-Mexico border. 

The commercial HMO plan is offered 
to employers in San Diego County and 
Imperial County with health care delivery 
networks in Tijuana and Mexicali. The 
plan primarily targets employers who 
manage a staff  that live — and perhaps 
have family — south of the border. 

The coverage is offered by MediExcel 
S.A., a Mexico-based company, and op-
erated out of its San Diego subsidiary, 
California Medical Administrators LLC 
under the more commonly used named 
MediExcel Health Plan. 

The trans-border commuter market is 
certainly a relevant niche in San Diego. 
It is estimated that nearly 80,000 people 
commute over the border daily for the 
primary reasons of commuting to work, 
shopping, visiting family or friends and 
attending school.

As more individuals work or play north 
of the border, there is an increasing neces-
sity for cross-border health care. When 
emergencies arise north of the border, a 
commute back to Mexico may be unre-
alistic. Average wait times at the interna-
tional border crossing at San Ysidro can 
be anywhere from 15 minutes to two and 
a half  hours, according to the California 
Traffic Report powered by the University 
of California, San Diego. 

The MediExcel Health Plan is focused 
on appealing to employers who staff  
nontraditional members with varying 
schedules and needs. Individuals who 
work in San Diego but live in Mexico, for 
example, can seek emergency care in the 
United States to avoid having to travel 
back to Mexico. This means that urgent 

care clinics and emergency rooms are open 
to members. All primary care, however, is 
based out of the MediExcel health campus 
in Tijuana — Centro Medico Excel or 
“Hospital Excel.”

The Providers
Cross-border health care has been gain-

ing attention for the last decade, and the 
California Department of Managed Health 
Care reported three companies along with 
MediExcel that offer cross-border plans 
— Aetna Health of California, Health 
Net of California and Sistemas Medicos 
Nacionales. 

Health Net reports 66,000 members 
enrolled in cross-border health plans, a 247 
percent increase from cross-border member-
ship enrollment reported to the San Diego 
Union-Tribune in 2005. Enrollment data for 
Aetna and Sistemas Medicos Nacionales 
were not available at press time. 

Lower Cost of Care
Cross-border plans are attractive in part 

because many people prefer to receive 
care from providers who speak their lan-
guage and are familiar with their culture. 
Further, health care costs in Mexico are 
estimated to be much lower than they 
are in the United States. In the case of 
MediExcel — premiums range 30 to 70 
percent less than comparable plans north 
of the border.

“We are fortunate enough to be able to 
offer MediExcel health insurance at an 
affordable rate to our employees,” said 
Michelle Darnelle, business development 
manager and director at Medical Center 
Pharmacy in San Diego. “With the health 
care costs going up, it gives the employ-
ees other options at a lower cost without 
compromising their medical care services.”

MediExcel intends to appeal to this 
niche market in more ways than one. Of-
tentimes, cross-border commuters work 
overtime hours or nontraditional sched-
ules. MediExcel responded by offering 
doctors’ office hours 24 hours a day and 
seven days a week.

“Despite incredible advances in med-
icine in recent years, health care acces-
sibility for consumers continues to lag,” 
said MediExcel Health Plan’s CEO Jose 
Hernandez in a statement. “Our protocol 
allows members to see a primary care 
doctor for routine medical matters in our 
facility at any time of the day or night.”

The MediExcel Health Plan is be-
ing trotted out at the same time Blue 
Shield of California has terminated its 
cross-border coverage.

“We stopped offering our cross-border 
plan in 2014,” said Sean Barry, a spokes-
man for Blue Shield. “The membership 
was very low and it just did not grow into 
a sustainable operation.”

Jim Morrison, president and founder 
of James M. Morrison Insurance Ser-
vices Inc. and member of San Diego 
Association of Health Underwriters said 
cross-border health plans can be viable 
for some companies.

“I don’t have inside knowledge on Blue 
Shield’s decision, but I think insurance 
companies are always re-evaluating their 
business models,” Morrison said. “May-
be Blue Shield’s plans were higher end 
with robust coverage and higher price 
points. You have to be a niche market 
player like MediExcel or Health Net. You 
have to have the right price point and be 
in the right ZIP codes. When implement-
ed well, it can be very successful.”

MEDIEXCEL  
HEALTH PLAN

CEO: Jose Hernandez

Revenue: $554,113 — 2013

No. of local employees: 10

Investors: Not available

Headquarters: Chula Vista

Year founded: 2012

Company descriptions: Cross-border 
commercial health plan provider

Key factors for success: Appealing to 
niche market
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