
health care plan for Congress to be willing to
look at the issue.

Wyden’s interest in health care issues be-
gan with his founding of the Oregon chapter
of the Gray Panthers, an advocacy group for
the elderly. That role showed the Senator that
health care was the “most immediate, person-
al and important concern” for everyone,
Wyden said. 

Wyden also credits his work at the Gray
Panthers for shaping his approach to law-
making. Colleagues in both parties credit
him with putting together bipartisan coali-
tions. Unlike many lawmakers, Bennett said,
Wyden is driven to solve problems, not get
sidetracked on politics. “You can talk to him
without running into the ideological wall,”
Bennett said.

Wyden said he is careful to listen to the oth-
er side. “When you’re dealing with important
and complicated matters [such as health care]
you’ve got to be a bridge builder. You’ve got
to find a way to secure some common ground,”
he said. 

Some question whether Wyden’s strategy
of building outward from the middle is the
most effective way to go. The big question
is whether a sustainable coalition can be
built this way — especially given that there
are few moderates in Congress — said a sen-
ior staffer with the Alliance for Health Re-
form, a nonpartisan health care think tank.
Other Members are striving for a party-line
vote with just enough crossover votes to pass
legislation through Congress and get it
signed by a Democratic president. 

Sen. Orrin Hatch (R-Utah) said there is not
enough support on either side of the aisle for
Wyden’s bill to become law. Democrats and
their union supporters will not back it because
the bill cuts from areas they support, such as
employer-provided benefits. Republicans will
oppose the legislation because they believe it
will create more bureaucracy and lead to a one-
size-fits-all government-mandated health
care system that they oppose on philosophi-
cal grounds, he added.

Also, many lawmakers and lobbyists have
serious concerns with the bill’s specifics.
First, moving away from employer-based
health care coverage “threatens the security
of coverage on which millions rely,” a sen-
ior Senate aide said. There are also concerns
that basing coverage subsidies on the lowest-
cost bid in a particular state could lead to a

lower standard of care for vulnerable poor
populations. 

The legislation creates “a radical change in
our existing system” within a two-year peri-
od, the aide said, “certainly far beyond what
is really required to achieve universal cover-
age.” The concern is that making such a
sweeping change over such a short time would
reduce coverage to beneficiaries, including
many near retirement. For example, a worker
who has made employment decisions based
on health coverage might see his or her cov-
erage substantially reduced or eliminated, the
aide said, “and that may be viewed as shred-
ding the social contract.”

Critics also question the legislation’s pro-
posal to use the lowest-cost bids in each state
to set subsidy levels. While this approach al-
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• Born May 3, 1949, Wichita, Kan.
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• House of Representatives, 1980-1996

• Senate, 1996-present
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KEY LEGISLATION
The Healthy Americans Act (S. 334), 
guaranteeing affordable private health insur-
ance for every American. The bill, according
to its sponsors, would:

• Modernizethe relationship between em-
ployers, employees and health insurance. 
Employers would “cash out” the current val-
ue of their health insurance and give the
money to employees — touted as “the
biggest pay raise in history” — and allow
Americans to choose the health insurance
plan that fits their needs. It would travel with
them, regardless of employment status.

• Guarantee portable private health insur-
ance for every American.Americans would 
choose from a list of state-approved private
health insurance plans or their employer’s
plan. All plans would provide health cover-
age as good as what Members of Congress
receive, regardless of age, pre-existing
health conditions or place of residence.

• Eliminate inefficiency and waste. By
centralizing the administrative functions of
enrolling in plans, the act would save more
than $29 billion, its backers say. The act
would invest in health information technol-
ogy, such as e-prescription and electronic
health records, and encourage best practices.

• Focus on keeping Americans healthy. It
wouldboostpreventive care by giving insur-
ance companies and doctors a financial in-
centive to keep their patients healthy. It also
would offer lower premiums if patients par-
ticipate in wellness programs.

• Strengthen Medicare. The bill would in-
troduce incentives for primary care and par-
ticipation in wellness programs.

• Utilize market forces to drive competi-
tion. The bill would allow greater 
transparency and competition, thereby forc-
ing insurance companies to compete on
price, benefits and quality.

• Co-sponsors:

Sen. Lamar Alexander (R-Tenn.)

Sen. Bob Bennett (R-Utah)

Sen. Tom Carper (D-Del.)

Sen. Norm Coleman (R-Minn.)

Sen. Bob Corker (R-Tenn.)

Sen. Mike Crapo (R-Idaho)

Sen. Chuck Grassley (R-Iowa)

Sen. Daniel Inouye (D-Hawaii)

Sen. Judd Gregg (R-N.H.)

Sen. Mary Landrieu (D-La.)

Sen. Joe Lieberman (ID-Conn.)

Sen. Bill Nelson (D-Fla.)

Sen. Debbie Stabenow (D-Mich.)

Sen. Ron Wyden (D-Ore.)
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Sen. Ron Wyden has lined up bipartisan support — what he calls the “pragmatic center” — for a bill to provide universal cover-
age. Skeptics say tinkering with the employer-based system is destined to fail. 

ABipartisan Approach Still Might Not Deliver

lowed the legislation to receive a favorable
CBO score and could lead to universal cover-
age, the quality of the coverage could suffer,
various aides and lobbyists said. 

Wyden rejected these arguments. He said a
partisan approach is doomed, just as it was in
the 1990s for the Clintons. The key, he said,
is to begin with Members who are looking be-
yond a political fight and who are in the “prag-
matic center.”

As for the policy concerns, he emphasized
that the bill includes state checkpoints to en-
sure the highest enrollment possible. Individ-
uals’ tax forms would be used to place them
into the health care system. The bill would also
require employers with 10 or more workers to
walk their employees through the health care
choices. 

The legislation would also ensure quality
by requiring that the public receive coverage
at least as comprehensive as coverage for
Members of Congress, Wyden said. “Every-
body is going to get under this proposal, as a
matter of law, a lifetime guarantee to a high-
quality health care package.”

Bennett agreed, calling opponents the “in-
ertia caucus.” Some Democrats want to wait
until the system is bad enough that the pub-
lic will accept a single-payer, government-
run system. While some Republicans are un-
willing to compromise on anything that de-
viates from a pure consumer-driven, private
system. What both sides must realize is that
they lack the votes to push their plans
through, and he said the Wyden approach is
a fair compromise.
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