
 

 

Spend Some of that Political Capital on Health Care, Mr. President 

By Lee Harrison, Chairman, Berkshire Brigades, the Countywide Democratic Organization 

I suffer no illusions that this will be an easy process. It will be hard. But I also know that nearly 
a century after Teddy Roosevelt first called for reform, the cost of our health care has weighed 
down our economy and the conscience of our nation long enough. So let there be no doubt: 
health care reform cannot wait, it must not wait, and it will not wait another year. – President 
Barack Obama, February 24, 2009 

We agree, Mr. President.  It is time America joined the rest of the civilized world by making 
health care both universal and affordable.  But clearly, you are going to have to spend some of 
your political capital to bring it about. 

While Berkshire Brigades favors a single-payer approach – call it Medicare for All – as the best 
approach to universal health care, we also realize the level of political difficulty in making that 
happen.  The Medical-Industrial Complex – private insurers, health care providers, the 
pharmaceutical industry, and others – would dig in their heels and spend whatever it deems 
necessary to keep America spending more and getting less health care than any other 
industrialized nation.  And yes, they are already preparing to bring back “Harry and Louise,” the 
infamous pair who helped to kill the Clinton health care plan in the 1990s. 

So, we suggest a different approach, in fact the one you voiced as a candidate:  a new 
government health insurance option that people could choose if they are unhappy with plans 
offered by their employer or private insurers.  In other words an approach that true conservatives 
should embrace real:  world competition.   

This would not only maximize choice for families and individuals, which conservatives say they 
want, but also by setting up government-private competition, the “invisible hand” of the 
marketplace should give consumers the best possible health care at the lowest possible cost.   

As economist Robert Reich notes, “Without this option, there will be no pressure on private 
insurers to adopt all the other reforms to control costs or give all Americans access to affordable 
care.”   

Of course, executives at health insurance companies see this threatening their mega-million 
salaries and marble-lined corridors, so six of them recently made a preemptive strike, sending a 
letter to President Obama outlining a plan to save $2 trillion in health care costs over the next 
decade.   



 

 

On its face, the plan is reason for optimism, but The Times’ Paul Krugman wonders if it’s just 
blue smoke and mirrors.  “The point is that there’s every reason to be cynical about these 
players’ motives,” he said.  “Remember that what the rest of us call health care costs, they call 
income.” 

Predictably, the Republicans – and certain of their friends in the Medical-Industrial Complex – 
are attempting to frame competition as a government “takeover” of health care.  Of course, when 
you don’t have any ideas, you need to scare people, and “takeover” is the scariest thing the Party 
of NO has come up with so far.  By the way, they’re using the same PR firm that worked on the 
Swift Boat Veterans for Truth campaign against Sen. John F. Kerry in the 2004 presidential 
campaign to “swift boat” the government insurance plan.   

So where does that leave us?  Much better than in the 1990s, actually.  First, major industrial 
companies now realize they cannot compete in the world economy if they have to continue to 
shoulder the bulk of health insurance costs for their workers.  Second, key interest groups, as 
evidenced by six that pledged to cut costs, realize change is coming.  And third, we have a 
President who says he wants it to happen. 

But as the President said in February, this will be hard.  While he’s largely leaving the details to 
Congress, nothing will happen without his direct involvement.  And Berkshire Brigades believes 
Americans will not get the kind of universal, affordable health care insurance we need if the 
public insurance option falls victim to Harry and Louise and backroom bargaining in Congress.  

Yes, we need to pressure the Congress, but President Obama needs to spend some of his political 
capital on this.  If we want to transform health care in this country, we here in the Berkshires 
need to make it clear to the President – and to the Congress – that we want this to happen, we 
need this to happen, and we expect this to happen this year.  For if we let the demagogues win 
once again, we will have made a mockery of the last election. 
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