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On a clear day, wrote Alan Lerner
, you can see forever. By contrast, Clausewitz,
 who once observed, that war is an extension of politics by other means went on to say that in war, data becomes uncertain, like objects in a fog or moonlight giving to things an exaggerated dimension and an unnatural appearance.


Health Care Reform has moved from a discussion of policy alternatives to the white hot crucible of Washington politics as compromises are demanded and deals are cut while our Senators and Representatives keep a close watch how they and their respective parties might fare in next year’s elections. The concerns of each of us as individuals are lost in the smoke. 

 This summer we witnessed an extraordinary barrage of exaggerated dimensions and unnatural appearances to wit: “Death Panels” and the evils of “Socialism.”

This environment makes it difficult to predict what the impact of health care reform will be on the business community of New Hampshire.  Nonetheless, it is possible, in a general, way to outline the impact that various forces and institutions will have on the final outcome of healthcare reform.

First of all, let’s be clear:  many of the systems that deliver health care services and the attendant entities that finance them are currently as fragile as were the financial institutions of our country in 2007. 

 Doing nothing or advocating that these systems will, over time, correct themselves is, of course, an option.  Here are some of the likely consequences:

 One: We will witness a crippling economic impact, especially on small businesses: Two: There will be a failure of some institutions that we now depend on for health care services; Three: There will be an enormous reduction of services to untold numbers of your neighbors, friends and possibly employees who suffer the agony of mental illness, substance abuse, and dental disease. Four: The newly unemployed, those who are underinsured and those who are poor, will be shut out of the system, dependent on charity. Five: Health insurance premiums will steadily increase for those of you who remain employed, these increased costs passed on to you.  The result?  No income growth.


Of course there is always the mirage of “affordable health care!”  But given the fact that in New Hampshire family premiums have risen to $1,200 per month and individual premiums now cost nearly $400 per month, you be the judge of what it means to be “affordable.” 
Where our nation stands in the global economy


The United States towered over the world’s economy for about 20 years beginning in 1945. Government spending as a fraction of the Gross Domestic Product declined,
 and in 1947 the US economy generated a budget surplus
, a feat repeated as recently as 2001! Also true is the fact that the cost of health care during this period was relatively inexpensive when compared with today. And finally, the most significant legacy of this era is the link between health insurance and employment.


Today?  The United States is deeply in debt, we continue to depend on foreign oil, our major social programs defy all efforts to repair them, and we face serious economic challenges from China, India, and the European Union. None of our major economic competitors bear the burden of employer-based health insurance. These and many other factors leave us at a serious disadvantage in the world’s economy. And despite the fact that we spend almost twice as much on health care our lives are shorter and the quality of our care lags behind other industrialized nations.
Congress


 In Congress there is the usual fog that has progressed to a blackout with negotiations being conducted behind closed doors.  Every so often a suggestion emerges from behind these doors like the groundhog in February, peers around at public opinion before being readmitted to the closed chamber with a report on the political landscape.

It is not difficult to imagine the bitter ideological and partisan debate over the purpose of government that is taking place in this protected environment

 “The health-care debate is part of a moral struggle currently being played out over the free enterprise system . . . The choices will ultimately always come down to competing visions of America's future. Will we strengthen freedom, individual opportunity and enterprise?” Arthur Brooks, President of the Heritage Fund, October 25, 2009
. This view argues that the preservation of the free enterprise system (however defined) is a “moral” question. Human beings are not mentioned.

 “The legitimate object of government is to do for a community of people, whatever they need to have done, but can not do at all, or can not so well do for themselves in their separate and individual capacities. In all that the people can individually do as well for themselves, government ought not to interfere.”
 Abraham Lincoln  ?1854.  This view argues that the moral question centers on the responsibility to help people who cannot help themselves.

This morning, I would argue that the outcome of health reform is dependent on which view is held by the majority, assuming that a bill reaches the floors of Congress for a vote.
The State of New Hampshire


We now take a brief detour to Biloxi, Mississippi.  For it was here in July, 2009 that the National Governor’s Association
 assembled for a regularly scheduled meeting.


 “I think the governors would all agree that what we don’t want from the Federal Government is unfunded mandates, said Jim Douglas of Vermont, a Republican. . . We can’t have the Congress impose requirements that we are forced to absorb beyond our capacity to do so.” (The New York Times July 20, 2009)

 Translated, this means states should not or cannot absorb any major costs of health care reform. But who should pay?  Answer: Federal taxpayers!  But don’t Federal taxpayers reside in states?

The issue on that hot July day was a proposal that would require states to increase Medicaid eligibility standards.  States would incur no liability for a period (to be determined) following which states would begin to pay some (how much is to be determined) of the costs.
New Hampshire Business Community

We return, at last, to the central question of the day:  what will be the impact of health care reform on your businesses?  The local forecast is clearer than the national outlook but the accuracy of these predictions is mixed. Here we go:


There are a number of approaches to lower the cost of health insurance for small business, assuming you are prepared to wait several years.

First is the idea of health insurance exchanges
 
 
 that offers an opportunity for small employers (15 employees in the House and up to 50 employees in the Senate versions) to become part of a large pool that can purchase health insurance.  This idea has many variations. 
In the House Bill, these changes begin in 2013; the Senate Bill initiates these requirements in 2011. The general idea is that a large pool diminishes the financial risk to the insurer resulting in a lowering of costs. Access to the Health Insurance Exchanges is, however, quite restricted making large scale enrollments unlikely.

Second, small business tax credits are to be found in all versions of health reform.


Third, in the health insurance exchanges, carriers would be prohibited from requiring health screening and basing premiums on pre-existing conditions. Further, there is an attempt (to be clarified) to modify premium increases relative to age.

Fourth, of special note is the Medical Home Pilot Project that is well underway in New Hampshire. The Center for Medical Home Improvement has collaborated with four private New Hampshire Health Plans: Harvard Pilgrim Health Care, CIGNA, Anthem, and MVP Healthcare as well as NH Medicaid. The goal of the pilot is to value, prescribe and reward medical care that is tightly coordinated and of superior quality and efficiency. Encouraging Medicare enrollees to seek care in this environment is specifically mentioned in some of the bills and if successful, we can expect a major transformation of how medical services are rendered in New Hampshire.

Five, and last, it is difficult to predict the impact of an individual mandate for health insurance except that it will be complex and possibly expensive for small business’.

Unfortunately, these developments cannot obscure some bad news!

Annual premiums for employer based health insurance will continue to increase in the range of 6% to 12% until the reforms become implemented.  Contributing to this prediction is a slow economic recovery, and the lack of significant payment reform.

What cannot be predicted is the stability of the present system.  Imagine, for example, that you were in Minneapolis on the afternoon of August 1, 2007 and you happened to cross the I35 Mississippi River Bridge at 5:45 pm CDT. You would have had an uneventful trip.  Had you crossed 20 minutes later at 6:05 pm
, you might well have been one of the 13 people who died when the bridge collapsed.

Did an abrupt weakening of the structure of this bridge occur between 5:45 and 6:05?  No, it did not.  What happened was a culmination of many cracks and fissures that developed over many years that, at 6:05 pm, brought down the bridge.


Our health care system is like that.  We know there are many cracks and fissures, we know that some of our Safety Net providers have been weakened by the downturn in our economy and we know state government is unable to adequately support the safety net. 


This morning it is impossible, therefore, to predict which, if any of our Community Health Centers, our Community Mental Health Centers, public dental clinics and critical access hospital will collapse.  And keep in mind the yawning state budget gap of several hundred million dollars that is predicted to take place beginning on July 1, 2011.



Arthur Brooks had it right when he identified health care reform as a moral struggle.  He had it wrong by suggesting the struggle to be between two ideas of the role of government.


The moral question before us is: should we, as a society, address the needs of people who are unable to pursue life, liberty, or the pursuit of happiness due to illness, job losses, disabilities, aging and dementia as the market sorts out egregious behavior by some of its practitioners, and in a world economy that is rapidly changing?  

Truly, the central moral question is whether or not we care for one another.  Do we maximize the pursuit our own goals or do we reach out to those less fortunate and seek to build a just society based on the idea that what is good for all of us is good for each of us?

  But if we insist that health care reform be framed as a question of the role of government, then I come down on the side of Lincoln, the side of the common good and a society that reaches out to one another in time of need.
 Thank you for listening
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