Oregon Physicians for Social Responsibility on Health Reform in the United States

Position adopted by the Oregon PSR Board of Directors—July 15, 2009
Oregon Physicians for Social Responsibility asserts that promoting health for all is a vital social responsibility. Attention must be paid to social determinants of individual and public health, as well as to the system providing medical care.

The United States devotes enormous resources to medical care; well over 50% more per capita than any other nation -- yet it ranks 45th in the world in life expectancy and 33rd in infant mortality with deep disparities in health outcomes and access.  Too many communities find basic medical services unavailable or inadequate. The United States ranks at the top of 19 industrial nations in deaths due to treatable conditions.   The words ‘crisis’ and ‘collapse’ are used to describe these failings of medical care in the U.S. by organizations such as the Institute of Medicine, the American Public Health Association and the American College of Physicians. 
Our public health system is also woefully underfunded.  A significant component of good health derives from environmental factors, healthy cities and homes, control of infectious disease, encouragement of healthy lifestyles and reduction of neurotoxin and carcinogen exposures.  These are not addressed within the medical care access proposals and should be elevated as an important component of health promotion, eventually helping to reduce the costs of medical care.

The current medical care system is dominated by employer-sponsored private health insurance. Other than the enactment of the Medicare program in 1965, most efforts at reform have continued to depend upon private health insurance and the “marketplace”.  These piecemeal efforts have not only failed to improve access to healthcare but have benefited the insurance, pharmaceutical and other interests that dominate the highly profitable corporate healthcare industry. Meanwhile Medicare has remained a consistent and workable model for a system of public financing and private delivery of medical care.  

The number of uninsured has ballooned despite the enactment of the Medicare program in 1965 for individuals enrolled in Social Security and the steady growth in the Medicaid system instituted for the impoverished.  With unprecedented loss of jobs in the United States anticipated through at least 2011, growth of those uninsured is likely to accelerate.

Oregon Physicians for Social Responsibility asserts that a sound system of health care for the United States would: 

** Ensure, for all US residents, the right of timely access to effective medical care for an essential set of health conditions.

** Protect the relationship between patients and providers;   

** Strengthen public health services including measures to address the social and environmental determinants of health;  

** Ensure that market competition be based on cost, quality and outcomes, not the avoidance of risk.

** Provide a means for the public to set health priorities for the nation.

** Be financed in an equitable manner that is sustainable over time.

The experience of other developed countries indicates this can be done with great cost savings.   For example, Germany allows participation of insurance companies but firmly regulates the program.  To move toward a socially responsible and efficient system of medical care in the United States, core health benefits should be portable and not tied to employment. 
Creation of an efficient primary and preventive care program in the United States which also addresses the major social determinants of health would be an investment that will pay dividends in improved health, increased productivity, and the reduced cost for care which is enjoyed by developed nations outside the United States.

Single-payer reform is one method that offers creation of a baseline system of medical care. It would ultimately reign in costs by improving the effective care of patients, expanding patient choice and autonomy, redistributing resources toward the most effective medical care and procedures and away from the bureaucratic waste inherent in the current multiple payer system. Most critically, it would assure access to medical care for every inhabitant of the United States. 

Access to timely and effective healthcare is a human right.  It is the responsibility of society, guided by its government, to put into place an efficient, effective system to achieve this.

Some of this statement is derived from the following which are offered as well for further reading and in depth discussion:

Physicians for a National Health Plan, www.PNHP.org
Grassroots involvement in Oregon at www.archimedesmovement.org/ (www.wecandobetter.org)
