An Open Letter to the Presidential Candidates

Only Single Payer Reform Can Assure Americans the Health Care They Need


America’s health care system is failing.  It denies care to many in need and is expensive, inefficient, error-prone, and increasingly bureaucratic.  The misfortune of illness is often amplified by the fear of financial ruin.  Despite an abundance of medical resources, care is often inadequate because of the irrationality of our insurance system.  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Yet our political leaders seem intent on reprising failed schemes from the past, rejecting the single payer national health insurance model that is the sole hope for affordable, comprehensive coverage.

Leading Republicans offer tax incentives to encourage the uninsured to purchase private coverage, but the proposed tax subsidies fall far short of the cost of adequate insurance.  For cost control, they suggest high co-payments and deductibles.  But that selectively burdens the sick and poor, discourages preventive and primary care, and has little effect on costs, since seriously ill patients, who account for most health spending, quickly exceed their deductibles and are in no position to forego expensive care.  Moreover, Americans already pay the world’s highest out-of-pocket costs, yet have the most expensive health system.

The Democratic presidential contenders (save for Dennis Kucinich) proffer variations on the mandate model for reform.  Under this model, the government would require people (or their employers) to buy private coverage, while offering an expanded Medicaid-like program for the poor and near-poor.  Some Democrats would also allow individuals to buy into Medicare or the menu of private plans that are available to federal workers.


Variants of this mandate model, first proposed by Richard Nixon, were passed with great fanfare in Massachusetts (1988), Oregon (1989) and Washington State (1993).  All died a quiet death.  As health costs soared, legislators backed off from enforcing the mandates or funding new coverage for the poor.  Massachusetts’ recent reform, which largely excuses employers from the mandate but imposes steep fines on uninsured individuals, appears poised to follow a similar path.  Of the middle income uninsured who are required to pay the full premium for coverage, few have signed up.  Meanwhile, the state has already announced a $147 million shortfall in funding for subsidies for the poor.


Both mandates and tax incentive programs can increase coverage only by increasing costs.  These programs retain, indeed augment, the role of private insurers whose overhead averages 14% of premium, nearly five times higher than Medicare’s and tenfold higher than in Canada.  Private insurers also inflict complex, expensive and unnecessary paperwork on doctors and hospitals. 


A single payer reform could realize administrative savings of more than $300 billion annually – more than enough to cover the uninsured and to eliminate co-payments and deductibles for all Americans.  It would also slow the rapid cost increases that characterize our present system, because it would allow for coordination and planning.  Alternative proposals offer no such economies.  The cost cutting measures they suggest – computers, care management and prevention – are superficially plausible, but offer little hope of success.  Despite the near complete computerization of hospitals’ and doctors’ billing, administrative costs continue to rise.  Commercial vendors are exiting Medicare’s care management demonstration project, convinced that no cost savings (and hence no profits to them) are likely to accrue.  And the Congressional Budget Office has found no evidence that either computerization or care management will contain costs.  While prevention is highly desirable because it saves lives, most medical prevention probably add costs.

Political expediency favors the reforms offered by the leading presidential contenders.  Their proposals do not threaten insurance companies, drug firms, or other medical entrepreneurs.  But such reforms are economic and medical nonsense.  The incremental changes suggested by most Democrats cannot solve our problems, and the further all-out pursuit of market-based strategies, as advocated by Republicans, will exacerbate them.  What needs to be changed is the system itself.

We urge our political leaders to stand up for the health of the American people and implement a non-profit, single payer national health insurance system.
