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‘Pee Wee’ Rosenfield's latest adventure: In LosAngeles the leader of the consumer fight

Honk If You're for Prop 103

Cahforma s car insurers take to the courts

Rosenfield. An enthusiastic radio

talk-show host called him “the Moth-
er Teresa of auto-insurance reform,” but
California’s insurance industry has other
names for the Santa Monica lawyer. “Pee
Wee Harvey,” a reference to Rosenfield’s
height of 5 feet 6 inches, is a printable
example. Love him or hate him, noone can

People have trouble classifying Harvey

deny Rosenfield has turned the auto-insur- '
ance business upside down. Last fall his }
Voter Revolt movement persuaded the !

about auto insurance.) Howard Jarvis’s
Proposition 13 was hailed nationwide as a

victory for conservatives. By contrast, Ro-
senfield is ideologically neutral, neither

liberal nor conservative. Endorsed by

Ralph Nader, Rosenfield’s movement is |

consumerism triumphant—all he wants is
to provide rate relief to California’s 13 mil-
lion insured drivers, who pay the third
highest premiums in the nation.
Narrowly approved by 51 percent of the
voters, Proposition 103 calls for an immedi-

electorate to approve Proposi-
tion 103. Among its provisions:
. a hefty rollback in rates. But
voters didn't get the last word.
The insurance industry sued to
" overturn the new law, insisting
that portions of Prop. 103—in-
cluding the rate rollback—are
unconstitutional. After hear-
ing arguments earlier this
month, the state Supreme
Court has 90 days torule on the
case. While they wait, the two
sides are growing no less con-
tentious: the Consumers Union
. charged last week that insur-
ance companies, fearing a po-
tential loss of $4 billion from
premium reductions, were hik-
ing their rates. '

Like Proposition 13, theland-
mark referendum that -over-
turned high property taxes in
1978, Proposition 103 is a text-
book example of California’s
habit of using plebiscites to
make policy. (Last fall there
were 29 propositions on the Cal-
ifornia ballot, five of them

; ate 20 percent rollback in insurance rates.
( Under existing regulations, it costs $600 to -

insure a midsize sedan in a small town; in

i Beverly Hills, premiums for the same car
. run to $2,400. Rosenfield wants rates to be

based mostly on a driver’s record—not his
ZIP code. Other provisions: a watchdog
agency, an elected state insurance commis- -
sioner and an end to the insurance indus-

. try’s antitrust exemption. The proposition
* does give insurance companies the right to

request arate increase, but they must show
need by opening their books to the public.

Tough gquestions: In the Supreme Court
hearings, attorneys hammered at what is
probably the central question of the issue:
are California’s auto-insurance rates too
high? Consumer lawyers argue that insur-
ance companies are profiteering, but in-
dustry spokesmen claim that rates reflect
the high cost of litigation under the state’s

' form of liability insurance. During the
: hearings, several of the seven justices ap-
! peared to draw political lines. Two liberal

judges battered insurance-industry law:
yers with tough questions, while conserva-
tive Justice Marcus Kaufman challenged a
Proposition 103 supporter with, “Do you
mean to tell me that 51 percent of the
voters, if they say a thing is true, [the issue]
is beyond judicial inquiry?”’ Whatever the
| outcome, no one doubts the case’s signifi-
cance; similar initiatives are in the works
in 17 states. In Sacramento, the courtroom
was jammed with reporters from around
the country, who may remember Proposi-
tion 13 and anticipate that once again, as
California goes, so goes the nation.
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