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Health care reform hinges on act’s repeal 

STATE REP. TOM CAMPBELL 
I have been a chiropractor in South Pierce County for 25 years and a state legislator since 1993. As a member of the House Health Care Committee for most of those years, and especially since becoming chair of the House Environmental Health Committee, I have worked on every health care bill considered by the state House of Representatives since 1993, including the 1993 Wash-ington State Health Care Reform Act. 

My involvement in health care as both a provider and a legislator convinces me that there can be no health care reform without health insurance reform. And there cannot be health insurance reform unless the federal law exempting the insurance industry from federal antitrust law, the McCarran-Ferguson Act, is repealed.

The McCarran-Ferguson Act, passed in 1945, exempts the insurance industry from most federal antitrust and price-fixing laws, leaving insurance to state regulatory agencies – a venue ideally suited to the insurance industry, which has proceeded to lobby for favorable insurance regulations and tax laws in every state. 

Presidents and Congresses since 1945 have tried to repeal McCarran-Ferguson and rationally regulate the business of insurance – never successfully. 

The legislative train wreck now being touted as “health care reform” can be compared in numerous respects to this state’s 1993 health reform act, also a legislative train wreck masquerading as “solving the health care crisis.” 

The similarities between health care reform in 1993 and 2009 warn us that once again we are being taken to the cleaners by the insurance industry. 

We have seen before how the insurance industry hijacks any attempt to reform health care insurance. Again and again, the industry has shown that it will engage in any tactic and will spend any amount of money to defeat legislation that might threaten their present sweet deal.

In a recent Seattle Times op-ed, former U.S. Sen. Slade Gorton wrote that Washington health insurers will increase health insurance premiums if real health care reform is passed. 

What Gorton did not say was that insurance prices will continue to rise because insurance company profits come from investments, not from the insurance business. 

Health insurance companies can only generate unconscionable investment profits if the cost of medical care and the cost of drugs continues to increase. Premiums for health care insurance are routinely approved by state regulators when the insurance companies can show increased health care and drug costs. 

These premium increases are the source of cash flow for insurance company investments, and investment income determines the success or failure, and the bonuses, of insurance company executives. Increased premiums for all of us mean increased cash flow for insurance company investment, and increased cash flow means larger investment profits and larger executive bonuses.

Insurance companies often claim that they want to make a profit from selling insurance, but not if those limited profits get in the way of the even-larger profits from investments. An insurance company is little more than a cash-flow-generating subsidiary of an insurance holding company, which itself is now indistinguishable from any other investment company. 

The recent deplorable AIG saga shows us clearly how insurance companies operate to maximize investment income to the detriment of the insurance-buying public. 

Insurance companies only want the kind of health care reform that forces people to buy insurance on their terms and at their prices. Only then can they generate the cash necessary to invest in exotic instruments like derivatives that generate enormous profit – and enormous bonuses.

In the end, it doesn’t matter what the details of health care reform are: The insurance industry is going to raise health insurance premiums unless real competition forces premium increases to become more moderate. 

Short of total government control through “Medicare for All” or some other form of state-run health care, the only possible way to contain health care costs is through good old business competition – in health care delivery and especially in health care insurance.

Competition is a fundamental value to most businesses and to most Americans. It is a value that could once again apply to the insurance industry if McCarran-Ferguson were repealed.

State Rep. Tom Campbell, R-Roy, represents the 2nd Legislative District. 
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