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A health policy analyst dies and goes to heaven. There he bumps into God. "God," he asks, "is there ever
going to be adequate access to health care for everyone in the United States?" God pauses, considering.
"Yes," he answers, "but not in my lifetime."

A joke? The only hot health care issues in Congress today are managed care reforms and potential tax breaks
for health insurance. It wasn't always so.

Look back to 1992, when 38 million people in this country lacked health insurance. The annual inflation in
health care costs was in the double digits. There was plenty of interest in the uninsured. Both presidential
candidates made promises. When Bill Clinton was elected, he hatched an elaborate plan to provide universal
access to health care. Republicans and Democrats on Capitol Hill designed their own blueprints. All failed.

Wait, opponents of extensive reform said. This is no time for a massive project. The economy isn't healthy
enough, and the deficit is huge. Instead, try some modest insurance reforms, and let the market bring prices
down. As the economy improves, businesses and individuals will be better situated to buy health insurance.
And if more people don't get insurance, then that will be the time for the government to get involved.

Today the economy is as healthy as we could have hoped. Unemployment is the lowest it has been since
1969. The government is running a surplus. Health care costs have plateaued. And 41 million Americans lack
health insurance.

The modest reforms have had minimal effects. The Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act
primarily helps people who already have insurance hang on to it -- but with as much as a 600 percent
increase in premiums. An analysis by the Urban Institute suggests that only 3 million of the nation's 10
million uninsured children will be covered by the new Children's Health Insurance Program.

Other, more limited reform proposals haven't gotten far. In January the president proposed allowing people
between the ages of 55 and 65 to buy into Medicare. They would have used their own money for the buy-in.
But still, that plan fell flat. Another Medicare reform idea -- raising the age of eligibility from 65 to 67 -- could
leave some 65- and 66-year olds without insurance.

Republicans in the House are considering tax breaks for individuals and small business owners who buy health
insurance. But these proposals wouldn't make insurance much more affordable for those who can't pay for it
now and wouldn't lead to a big reduction in the number of uninsured people.

In April Democratic Sen. Edward Kennedy introduced a bill that would require employers with more than 50
workers to offer health insurance. But unlike what happened with the children's health insurance bill or the
portability bill he successfully cosponsored in the last couple of years, no other senators put their name on
this one, and it's not likely to go anywhere.

A recession could dramatically cut access to health care. The last recession accelerated what had been a slow
increase in the number of uninsured: Between 1991 and 1993, the number of uninsured jumped by 3 million.
And though the increase has slowed since, the numbers continue to rise.

Another trend is shifting health insurance costs onto workers, asking them to contribute more. A study by the
Agency for Health Care Policy and Research shows that as workers' out-of-pocket costs rise, more workers
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turn down coverage to avoid the extra hit on their paychecks.

Meanwhile, health insurance prices are beginning to go up again. And hospitals, squeezed by managed care,
are threatening to close down their emergency rooms, where many of the uninsured go to get medical care.

It took Lyndon Johnson's bullheadedness and deal-making ability to get the legislation that established
Medicare, which passed in 1964 after decades of failed attempts. At the moment, no political leader is
building the coalition to do something about the uninsured. There are no bipartisan plans. And there's little
pressure from the public: Polls show that health care has slipped as a cause of concern.

In his 1989 inaugural address, President George Bush said, "We have more will than wallet" to deal with
social problems. Today we have the wallet but, evidently, not the will.

Marilyn Moon is a senior fellow at the Urban Institute. Joanne Silberner, a health care reporter on leave from
National Public Radio, is a Kaiser Family Foundation Fellow at the institute. 
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