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Hillary Clinton's legacy: Health-care truth

By ROBERT WEINER and JOHN LARMETT
Special to The Palm Beach Post

Finally, the Democratic primary race is over. Above and beyond her persistence and her historic effort as a female presidential candidate, Hillary Clinton's campaign legacy is health insurance truth.
Forty-seven million Americans do not have health insurance. According to Consumer Reports, nearly half, 49 percent of Americans, are unprepared financially to cope with a costly medical emergency, or their policies won't cover long-term illnesses. In addition, 29 percent of people who have insurance are "underinsured" and postpone care. Meanwhile, premiums have skyrocketed 100 percent in the past eight years.

Despite the miraculous ascent of both Sens. Barack Obama and John McCain, when both were counted out of the presidential races just months ago, neither has an adequate insurance plan. Sen. McCain would provide tax credits (which further enriches the insurance industry) and would reduce private policies from employers who now cover preexisting conditions, replacing them with new individual policies that would not necessarily do so. Sen. Obama would guarantee coverage for children but not for adults, and he hopes that lowering costs would make coverage available for all. Yet as experts at an Alliance for Health Reform/Robert Wood Johnson Foundation forum June 3 at the National Press Club in Washington agreed, it is "very uncertain" that any slight cost reduction will motivate uninsured consumers to buy coverage. Also, prices could bounce back quickly.

Sen. Clinton's health plan, on the other hand, institutes a requirement for everyone to be provided universal coverage - not just the opportunity to purchase it if prices ever go lower. Calling voluntary health insurance "universal coverage" is like the current administration's failed attempt to change Social Security to voluntary IRAs. It would have turned Social Security into a Granny-you're-on-your-own Wall Street giveaway under wildly fluctuating stock prices that are worth far less in real dollars than when Bill Clinton left office seven years ago. The public rejected the Bush Social Security voluntarization (still supported by Sen. McCain), a key issue in the Democrats' return to congressional majorities in 2006.

As Princeton economist Uwe Reinhardt told the National Press Club, "Clinton's health plan is the whole hog; Obama's is two-thirds of a hog; and McCain's is no hog at all."

The cost of the Clinton health plan ($110 billion) is substantial but necessary. Ours is the only civilized country that does not have universal medical coverage for its citizens. Britain does. France does. Canada does. Switzerland does. Germany does, etc. But our enormously profitable insurance companies ($60 billion in profits in 2006, according to The New York Times), drug companies (the top ten made $80 billion in 2006, according to the House Committee on Government Reform), and hospitals ($29 billion profits in 2005, according to the American Hospital Association) make sure we do not.

Yet the health cost is not high compared with the Iraq War, which is now $150 billion per year, nearly a trillion dollars so far excluding veteran reentry costs, which some experts say makes the total $3 trillion. The U.S. pays for all of the war, whereas premiums will be a part of anyone's health insurance plan. When the war ends, as it will at some point, wouldn't it be nice, instead of financing Halliburton Iraq War contracts, to give health care to all Americans?

In a conversation with the first President Bush at the White House in 1989 - showing how long she's been working on this issue - Mrs. Clinton stated that America does not have the best health care in the world based on such key measures as life expectancy (47th) and infant mortality (43rd). President Bush did not believe her, but the next day slipped Bill a note, "Tell Hillary she was right." Universal coverage opponents who assert that we provide the best health care are perpetuating a myth and are denying improvement of the system - and life itself.

Social Security is actually quite solvent: The trust fund is in surplus for some 40 years, and if the economy improves, long after that. The real problem is Medicare, which in 11 years starts developing a deficit, according to the Medicare Board of Trustees' 2007 annual report. This is a huge issue of concern to the 38 million seniors over 65 nationwide, including 3 million in Florida. Universal health coverage must and will solve the Medicare problem, as well as provide coverage for all ages.

Sen. Obama graciously stated June 3, "When we finally win the battle for universal health care in this country, she (Sen. Clinton) will be central to that victory." At her campaign farewell event June 7, Sen. Clinton reiterated that our health care must have "no exceptions, no excuses." Her passion and the facts must be the basis for action by the next administration and Congress.   
Weiner was Chief of the Staff of the U.S. House Aging Committee and Health Subcommittee under Chairman Claude Pepper (D-FL), and spokesman for the White House Drug Policy Office.  He is president of a Washington issues strategies company. John Larmett was legislative assistant to Sen. Gaylord Nelson (D-WI) and Rep. Jim McDermott (D-WA), and is now senior analyst at Robert Weiner Associates. 

Original article: http://www.palmbeachpost.com/opinion/content/opinion/epaper/2008/06/14/m10a_weiner_commentary_0614.html
