...Is national health care in U.S. on the horizon?
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scale based on income. All employers
would be required to provide cover-
age, or contribute toward their em-
ployees’ coverage, or support the pub-
lic plan by paying a payroll tax.
Individuals who want to purchase pri-
vate insurance could continue to do so
through a National Health Insurance
Exchange, which would set minimum
standards for insurance, limit profit
and administrative costs, make insur-
ers justify rate increases, and evaluate
competing plans, making the differ-
ences easy to understand for con-
sumers. Obama also proposes to ex-
pand Medicaid and SCHIP so that
they cover more people, and require
that all children be insured, allowing
children to stay on their parents’ plans
until age 25.

Meanwhile, on the Republican
side, U.S. Senator John McCain (R-

Arizona) proposes to eliminate the
current tax incentive for employers to
provide health coverage. Instead he
wants to create a tax credit of $2,500 a
year for individuals and $5,000 for
families to purchase health insurance
on their own. [At current rates, those
amounts would cover less than half
the premium.] McCain proposes to
privatize the VA health system by let-
ting veterans get government-paid
care outside the VA. And he would
privatize Medicaid by letting states
give Medicaid clients the option to
substitute private insurance.

McCain also promotes greater use
of high-deductible Health Savings Ac-
counts (HSAs). HSAs were part of the
signature health care achievement of
the Bush Administration, the
Medicare Modernization Act of 2003,
which is best known as the law that
added a prescription drug benefit to
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Medicare. HSAs are tax-free special
accounts that otherwise uninsured in-
dividuals set up and use to pay for
high-deductible (at least $1,100 a
year) insurance policies.

Both Democrats would also repeal
arule that prevents Medicare from
bargaining better drug prices for those
enrolled in the new drug benefit. And
all three major party candidates say
they would allow Americans to import
drugs from other developed countries
where the price is limited by govern-
ment.

Of course, candidate proposals are
just policy papers. To become law,
they first have to become bills. Clin-
ton, Obama, and McCain are senators,
and could introduce their proposals as
bills, but haven’t done so.

Two health reform bills already in
Congress have substantial backing,

however.

U.S. Sen. Ron Wyden (D-Oregon)
has a bill known as the Healthy Amer-
icans Act. It would eliminate em-
ployer-paid insurance and instead re-
quire most individuals to buy
insurance, and most employers to pay
part of the cost. Households earning
up to four times the poverty level
would get a tax deduction or govern-
ment grant to help pay the premiums.
Those on Medicare or who get their
health care from the VA would be ex-
empt from the requirement to buy in-
surance.

The bill has 14 co-sponsors in the
Senate. A House version, sponsored
by Southwest Washington Democrat
Brian Baird, has three-co-sponsors,
including Portland-area Democrat
Earl Blumenauer.

Congressman John Conyers (D-

Michigan) is the sponsor of a bill
known as the Medicare for All Act. It
would extend Medicare to cover
everyone, not just seniors, and thereby
make private health insurance largely
redundant. About one-fifth of the
House of Representatives — 88 mem-
bers — have signed on as co-sponsors
of the bill; there is no Senate version
of the bill. [In Oregon and Washing-
ton, only Seattle-area Democrat Jim
McDermott has signed on.] The bill
has also been endorsed by 11 national
unions and 27 state labor federations,
including the Oregon AFL-CIO and
the Washington State Labor Council.

(Editor’s Note: Look to the April
18 issue of the Northwest Labor Press
for a preview of the health care reform
debate that’s coming in the Oregon
Legislature next year.)
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