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California residents have strong protections from incorrect medical bills that can help you avoid 

paying for a bill that you are not responsible for.  First, if you have Medi-Cal insurance, once 

you inform your health care provider that you have Medi-Cal, they cannot send a bill to you and 

can only bill Medi-Cal.  This rule applies to any service covered by Medi-Cal for up to a year 

after you get the medical service.  

 

Second, California law protects people in a PPO plan from surprise medical bills for out-of-

network providers. This applies when you go to a hospital that is in network but some doctors 

who treat you are not in your plan’s network, such as an anesthesiologist.  The health plan and 

out-of-network provider must resolve the bill without contacting you.  Consumers can only be 

billed for their in-network payment responsibility (copay or deductible) when they use an in-

network facility.  This rule does not apply to ambulance companies. 

 

Lastly, consumers have the right to make a complaint to their health plan to appeal a bill that 

they disagree with.  You should submit your complaint in writing and say why you think the bill 

is incorrect.  The plan must respond to your complaint in writing within 30 days with an 

explanation.  Depending on what kind of plan you have, you may have other appeal rights with a 

state office such as the Department of Managed Health Care or the California Department of 

Insurance. 

 

If you think a bill is correct but cannot afford to pay it, you have the right to apply for financial 

assistance for any hospital bill.  The hospital must offer discounts and a reasonable payment plan 

to anyone who meets the income guidelines.  Also, for any bill it can be helpful to call the 

provider and explain why your situation makes it a hardship for you to pay the bill.  Sometimes 

negotiating a payment plan is better than waiting for the bill to get sent to collections because 

then the debt goes onto your credit report for seven years. 

 

You also have rights when dealing with collection agencies.  For example, they cannot contact 

you at work if you tell them not to or call you at inconvenient times of the day (after 9pm and 

before 8am). If you tell the collector in writing to stop contacting you, they must obey this 

request.  It is against the law for a debt collector to harass, threaten or deceive you.  Collection 

agencies must also follow the financial assistance requirements for hospital bills.  If you make an 

agreement with a collection agency for a discount or payment plan, make sure to get it in writing 

so that you are protected.  This website has helpful information on your rights with collection 

agencies: https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0149-debt-collection.  

 

About Legal Services of Northern California: 

We are a nonprofit law firm offering free legal aid and advice in 23 counties, plus 9 additional 

counties for our Health Rights Project.  You can call and speak to a lawyer about housing or 

public benefits issues by calling (916) 551-2150.  For health-related legal matters, call 888-354-

4474.  Interpreters are available for any language.  For some services there is an income test to 

qualify.  Our website has useful self-help information: http://www.lsnc.net.  

https://www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0149-debt-collection
http://www.lsnc.net/


We serve the following counties: Alpine, Amador, Butte, Calaveras, Colusa, Del Norte, El 

Dorado, Glenn, Humboldt, Inyo, Lake, Lassen, Mendocino, Modoc, Mono, Nevada, Placer, 

Plumas, Sacramento, San Joaquin, Santa Barbara, Santa Cruz, Shasta, Sierra, Siskiyou, Solano, 

Sutter, Tehama, Trinity, Ventura, Yolo, and Yuba. 

 

 


