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A doable 7-point plan for health reform
By RICK WHEELER

As immediate past president of the New Jersey Association of Health Underwriters, | have paid close
attention to the boisterous health care debate that has consumed headlines this summer and has
confused Americans about this issue more than ever.

Unfortunately, much of the partisan wrangling has been unproductive and threatens to derail health
insurance reform altogether. Often, the debate became more about personalities, political vendettas
and punditry, rather than practical solutions.

Enough already. To move forward with a clear path for meaningful reform that truly benefits the
masses, it's time to slash the issue to the core and achieve what | believe are seven critical — and
obtainable — objectives.

Mandate coverage: The best way to ensure that everyone is covered is to require it, just as we
require all drivers to maintain an auto insurance policy. By making individual health insurance
coverage mandatory, we can treat diseases early. That means hospitals won't be overrun — as they
often are — with long lines of cold and flu sufferers every January.

Premium assistance: If we mandate coverage, we need to provide those with low incomes the ability
to pay for it. The costs to help these people pay for health insurance would be less than the federal
government's costs to administer a public plan. Congress must recognize that real savings result from
a sensible system that includes universal health coverage, not a system that offers yet another level
of red tape.

Wellness care: When people have health insurance, illness is more likely to be diagnosed early, when
treatment is more effective and less expensive. Programs that encourage healthy lifestyles should be
further encouraged by the government to save money and improve the general public health.

Standardized electronic medical records: It's simple, but true: Requiring a system of electronic
medical records will save money and dramatically improve the quality of health care. We have the
technology, let's use it.

Eliminate denial of coverage due to pre-existing conditions: These are sensible reforms that the
health insurance industry has already accepted and that legislators on both sides of the aisle can
agree on. New Jersey is a leader in many of these areas and much of the current debate centers
around issues that have already been resolved in our state.

Tort reform: It would go a long way toward reducing the cost of health care. Doctors today practice
defensive medicine, subjecting patients to a slew of expensive, perhaps painful and in many
circumstances unnecessary tests to avoid malpractice cases.

Establish "best practices": It also has been documented that doctors in various regions vary widely in
their approach to treating disease. It also has been widely documented that some of these practices
clearly have better results. In a system that includes tort reform and standardized electronic medical
records, the health care industry could conduct excellent research and establish a set of guidelines
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for doctors to follow, protecting them from lawsuits and helping them get the best results for their
patients — all as part of a system that saves money and provides health care for all Americans.

If passed as a comprehensive health care bill, these seven reforms would ensure that people get the
health care they need at a realistic cost. America still has the best health technology that money can
buy, but we aren't at the top of the statistical charts because too many people are unable to take
advantage of it.

What we all learned this summer, through raucous town hall forums and partisan television
commercials, is that Congress is struggling for a solution to cut through a complex mess that has
evolved from years of bad policy, expensive mandates and lack of political will.

Now is the time for Congress to move beyond the pundits and lobbyists. They need to be guided by
health care professionals who know the system better than anyone else. And, by using the seven
guidelines I've mentioned, lawmakers have an achievable plan to follow.

I look forward to celebrating their victory.
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