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I Read the News 
Today, Oh Boy...
These days, the financial headlines seem to offer nothing

but gloom and doom—perhaps not without reason. As
I write this, oil has just posted a one-day jump of near-

ly $11 per barrel, walloping the stock market in the short term
and fueling inflation in the long term. The economy will be
front and center in the upcoming presidential election debates,
to be sure, but expect headlines about the future of health care
in the United States to have a prominent role as well. If the relatively minor dif-
ferences between the plans proferred by Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama
could cause such strife during the primary election, just wait until the McCain-
Obama distinctions are laid bare. There will be lots of sound and fury about the
relative merits of market-driven vs. government-mandated health plans.
Throughout the discussion, health care policy wonks and think-tanks will dissect
each plan to see which one better achieves the goal of providing coverage for the
most citizens possible (perhaps all), a utilitarian approach to the topic that’s
inevitable in politics. Unfortunately, the issues affecting physicians—so integral
to any health care plan’s success—will probably get short shrift throughout the
discussion. 

Here’s one headline you won’t be seeing any time soon: “Congress Enacts
Long-Term Solution to Ensure Medicare Solvency.” CMS is up to its usual
shenanigans at the moment, dangling another 10 percent fee cut over physicians’
heads like the sword of Damocles. The cut is set to take effect July 1st (plus
another five percent in January 2009) unless the “Save Medicare Act of 2008” is
passed in time, which only pushes the problem to the back-burner for another 18
months rather than solving it once and for all. My guess is that headlines about
the candidates’ health care plans—purely theoretical until proposed in Congress,
but scrutinized as assiduously as the Dead Sea Scrolls nonetheless—will outnum-
ber those on physician-centric issues by about 100 to one. It would be nice if any
of these proposals finally addressed one of the root causes of the skyrocketing cost
of health care: the insufficient and widely disparate malpractice coverage that
physicians are subjected to, forcing them to overuse diagnostic testing as a “defen-
sive medicine” ploy to provide themselves with the kind of malpractice protec-
tion that insurers themselves seem unwilling to offer. Take away the incentive to
overuse medical services and that’ll ease the pressure on the entire system, perhaps
opening the door for substantial improvements in access to health care. But,
again, those sorts of discussions don’t make for very good campaign fodder.

It seems that if you want your voice to be heard above the din, you’ll have to
work at the grass-roots level instead of relying on the kindness of politicians. With
our elected officials focused only on the populist aspects of the health care discus-
sion, physicians should try to find ways to support any efforts put forth by pro-
fessional societies to address the issues of importance to physicians. Over the next
few months, bear in mind Ben Franklin’s famous observation at the signing of the
declaration of independence: “We must hang together, or surely we will all hang
separately.” Or like the Beatles said 41 years ago this month, maybe you can get
by with a little help from your friends.  PN


