This was originally published as a letter to the editor of our local newspapers.
A Response to Libertarians re Health-Insurance Reform
Jim Nelson

Over the past several months, I’ve read and heard many views from the Libertarian community on the subject of health-care reform. While I disagree with many of their views, I appreciate their contributions to the discussion of this very complex and widely misunderstood issue.

I should state up front that I’m a progressive Democrat (some might call me a “liberal”; I gladly accept that term). As such, I have some fundamental disagreements with the Libertarian/Conservative philosophy. Our main point of contention seems to be: “What is the proper role of government (Federal, state, and local) in our society?” This is a valid question, and a good starting point from which to discuss such things as health care.
I’m sure that Libertarians recognize the “Socialistic” aspects of our society; that is, those functions and institutions that are either funded or managed by the government. We have a socialized military, a socialized national park system, socialized education systems (from kindergarten all the way through state-sponsored universities), socialized road systems, socialized police, socialized libraries, socialized fire departments, etc. The list could go on and on, but I think you get the idea. And it’s the right of any citizen, especially citizens in a free society such as ours, to object to the existence of these things. We just need to acknowledge that they do exist, and that many of us (myself included) support them.

All right, let’s talk about health-care reform. One recent correspondent has stated that he shouldn’t have to pay for health insurance for his employees. He correctly states that he’s not being pressured to pay for his employees’ life insurance, car insurance, or homeowners’ insurance. Well, guess what: I agree with him! 
In fact, one of the many problems with our health-care delivery system in this country is that businesses, both large and small, are having to compete with private firms in other countries (for example, Toyota in Japan) where the government, not the business sector, pays for health insurance, and all costs and risks are pooled. This puts American businesses at a distinct disadvantage on the global stage. As an example, General Motors pays more for its employees’ health insurance than they do for steel, and it’s been estimated that this adds about $1500 to the price of an American car.

Unfortunately, this individual doesn’t say who he thinks should be responsible for his employees’ health insurance, so I can only give an educated guess. I assume that he believes that each citizen, on their own, should be responsible for their health insurance. 
And that’s where we differ. I support a “public option,” which is nothing more or less than a Medicare-like health-insurance program for ALL Americans, regardless of age, income, or other factors such as preexisting medical conditions. If you want to call this idea “Socialized Medicine,” go right ahead; it fits right in with the other socialized programs I’ve mentioned above. 
It would be nice if quality, affordable coverage were available to all Americans from our private, for-profit health insurance industry, but it simply isn’t. There are countless frustrating, heart-breaking stories out there of people who are suffering and dying because the private industry simply won’t offer them a reasonable health-insurance policy. One such case involves a self-employed woman with an income of $150,000/year. Despite her high income, she can’t find a health-insurance policy AT ANY PRICE because she is a cancer survivor. And so, without health insurance, she will probably go bankrupt if her cancer were to recur, or if she gets hit by a careless driver, or any other of a number of things. The health-insurance industry apparently feels that such people represent too big a risk, and that they might lose money if they were to insure them. I consider such practices unfair and immoral, but this industry has demonstrated their indifference to human suffering over and over.
And that, in my opinion, is the root of the problem. As long as health insurance is largely controlled by private, for-profit companies, we’ll continue to have this type of rationing. So yes, I support “Socialized Medicine” as an alternative to the existing private system. To those who oppose this idea, I would ask: What’s your opinion of the type of health coverage available to those 65 and older? Veterans? Members of Congress? Indigent people? Native Americans? Prison inmates?

Like it or not, ALL of these groups (totaling approximately 100 million people) are covered by some type of government-run system. Now, you don’t have to like it, but you need to recognize that we already have “Socialized Medicine” in this country. I realize that none of these programs is perfect, but we have them, and the recipients seem to be reasonably pleased with them.
In conclusion, I strongly support a public option to compete with the private industry. I might feel otherwise if the private system were more efficient, if it didn’t put American businesses at a disadvantage with their global competitors, if it weren’t exempt from anti-trust laws, and if it didn’t put profits above people, but that’s simply not the case. Every other industrialized country in the world has some type of public option and, as a result, per capita health-care costs are about half of what they are in the USA. 
To those who call themselves Libertarians (or Conservatives, Democrats, Republicans, or whatever), I say: Let’s put ideology aside and take a hard look at what's fair, and at what works in other countries. They save money, cover essentially all of their citizens, and have better health outcomes than we do. We should give it a try.
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