HEALTHCARE 101
Nov. 11, 2009 (Veteran’s Day)
Dear Friends,

Here is my latest monthly political rant.  This time around, it is about the basics of Health Care Reform.  If you know me well, I have always said, “The best way to approach any controversial issue is by laying all of the facts out first for both sides, in order to have a rock-solid foundation with which to begin debate.  Once the facts are verified as just that, with no incorrect points, then both sides, including the public can have meaningful dialog.”  Hopefully, the facts, followed by meaningful dialog can lead to a sound compromise that both parties and ultimately, the public can live with – the correct and proper procedure of any civilization that calls itself a democracy.
Fifteen years ago in 1994, Democrat President Clinton (w/ Hillary’s lead) tried to resolve a nagging U.S. problem - major health care reform, which subsequently died in congress.  Most experts now agree that Hillary’s main downfall was not educating the public and bringing them into the national debate.  Coincidentally, Obama’s administration doesn’t seem to be involving and educating the public either.  Until this year, nothing has been done about this very troubling issue. Republican President Bush was never interested in the subject – and, as it appears no other or very few Republicans are.  In fact, the mantra of today’s political climate of “them” and “us” seems clearly to be only outright opposition of the other party’s position(s).  That goes for both parties.  Who really cares about “The People” these days?  
To paraphrase one Rep. Congressman’s recent quote, “If you have worked hard all your life and can pay for your health care, why should you be made to pay for those slackers who can’t afford their own?  That’s not the American way!”  That one quote seems to me to summarize the Republican Party’s position as succinctly as anyone can put it.  Quite literally and simply put, this is the old Darwinian concept of “the survival of the fittest”.  Just leave the weak and unfortunate behind.
This is exactly where I must part from their (Republican) philosophy and side with a more humanistic approach and not just empty campaign rhetoric by the Democratic candidates.  It seems to me that all advanced civilizations and successful countries need to adopt (and maintain) certain programs for the overall growth and benefit of all their people regardless, age, sex, race, etc.  There are the obvious and basic needs of military defense of a country and police and other emergency services, there is maintenance of our infrastructure (roads, bridges, etc.), safeguarding institutions (FDA, FBI, ATF, etc.) providing libraries and good public schools.  Is access to full and equal health and decent housing for the entire population something that Americans are willing to disregard for a large segment of its population?  There are few modern countries on this planet who don’t believe these are Basic Human Rights.  And doesn’t our constitution guarantee those equal rights for all its citizens – “…,to promote the general welfare,…”?
How much disinformation has been spread around since this debate started last spring?  Have you heard anyone using the basic facts as a foundation for discussion or tried to hold debates within the confines of these truths?  The media it seems, depending on which party they side with, also takes great pleasure in disseminating false information and great exaggerations.  How many lies and misinformation have we spent needless hours and days dispelling since these debates started, like “Death Panels”, etc.?  

In all of my information gathering these last six or months, I have found one source that seems to stand out above the rest for stating the basic facts:  PBS’s “Frontline” program titled “Sick Around The World” (first aired 4-15-08 and again not long ago on the PBS show “Bill Moyer’s Journal”) with T.R. Reed as the show’s host and taken from his long-researched book on the topic of health care.  In this documentary, he shows five modern countries (Great Britain, Japan, Germany, Taiwan and Switzerland) – with their public provided health care systems, all different, that work infinitely better than our system does.  Here are some of the facts and highlights I’ve gleaned from this documentary that I think we should all try and use while we debate this controversial subject:
1. There are roughly 47 million people in the United States, who don’t have access to equal or full health care or have no health care at all.  16% of the population.  There has to be a significant portion of these people who cannot obtain equal access through no fault of their own, not just wanting to be poor, which, incidentally is covered and given by Medicaid / Medicare to the poor already by your tax dollars.
2. Unexpected and serious injuries and illnesses cause hundreds of thousands of families to become bankrupt in the US each year – adding to our economic burdens to then deal with the subsequent situations.
3. We spend approximately 1.5 to 2.0 times as much per person in this country for health care than any other modern country.

4. We spend about 16% of our entire GDP (Gross Domestic Production) each year on health care, or of the approximate $14,4 Trillion 2008 GDP, about $2.3 Trillion, and this percentage is growing quickly each year by all accounts.  Incidentally, the second wealthiest country in the world – Japan, has a GDP of about 1/3rd the US, while China, the second largest country has a GDP about one-half of Japan’s.  The amount the American public pays for health care is rising significantly each year and is becoming less affordable to a growing number as it increases.
5. Annual Administrative costs in the United States for health care run around 22% ($506 Billion), while most modern countries trim their admin. costs down to around 5% of the total spent for all related services.

6. Of all the health care systems/markets in the world, the United States is rated 37th in terms of quality and satisfaction of the services provided.  Contrary to the media and political disinformation we often here about, polls show most modern country health care systems to be rated at 80-99% satisfaction, with immediate access and follow-up services having no issues or problems.  There seems to be no difference and in most instances less wait time for all and specialized services than in the United States.
7. Most countries have equipment (MRI machines, etc.) pharmaceuticals and doctors that are either the equivalent of or exceed the US, but cost significantly less than here.  Toshiba makes an MRI for use in Japan that is a small fraction of the cost (as dictated by the government) than here that works even better.  The high-cost machines are sold to the US market.  

8. With the exception of the United State’s “For Profit” health care industry, almost all of the other modern country health care systems are “Not for Profit”.  Note:  “Non-Profit” is different than “Not For Profit”.
9. There is no oversight of America’s health insurance and health care providers or how much profit they can make and are making (except within the limits established by Medicare and Medicaid – excesses and fraudulent claims not withstanding).  Even foreign pharmaceutical companies that are limited in how much they can charge for their products at home, still make highly competitive profits for their shareholders by selling in the US.

10. Special Interest Groups, in this instance, The Health Care Industry’s PAC’s, has spent in excess of $350 Million on advertising, etc. since this debate started only months ago in fighting any reform.  It is also nationally reported, that $50 Million has been given equally to both sides of the Senate as contributions.  That translates into $500,000 for each of its members. Often, Health Care Industry PAC members become on-staff consultants and employees of senators and congressmen (The so-called “swinging door” of Washington D.C.), while retired members of congress become employee / consultants of the special interests. American health care is a “For Profit” industry.
Given the facts, it seems to me, the logical, moralistic, ethical and least expensive way we in the United States should go is a total reform of our system into a single source system or some other variation thereof.  Use the examples of these five major countries in this documentary as a foundation for reform and try to craft a new system that is uniquely our own and one that becomes a shining example for the entire world to admire.  Not 37th on the evaluation chart.  Personally speaking, I wish President Obama would actually stand up more strongly for what he espoused during his campaign.  Frankly, I am greatly disappointed in his lack of determination and muscle defending his beliefs.  The American public elected him for one reason – “Change”.
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