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MAINE VOICES Health care 'utopia' holds false promise 
Those proposing a single- payer system are ignoring the weakness of the Canadian model. 
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— If it sounds too good to be true, it probably isn't true. 
Mainers need to keep this adage in mind as wildly optimistic 
claims of a government-run health care utopia are "sold" to 
frustrated health insurance consumers. 

Our citizens, because of excessive and unnecessary state 
government regulations, often categorized as "consumer 
protections," pay more of their income for health insurance than 
people from any other state. 

This near-crisis in Maine's individual health insurance market, 
which has us teetering on the edge of a market collapse, has 
given politicians an excuse for experiments with health 
insurance. These include the Dirigo Choice subsidy program and 
the massive expansion of MaineCare (Medicaid). 

Working Mainers pay the price for these experiments through 
both higher taxes and higher health insurance premiums. 

In response to citizen pleas to "do something," eager advocates 
of a single-payer system, such as the lobbying group 
Consumers for Affordable Health Care, will hit their receptive 
audience with the solution of "let the government take care it." 

This will be backed by emotional anecdotes and lofty claims that 
everyone will have access, quality of health care will improve and 
it will cost less. 

In a classic case of the grass always being greener on the 
neighbor's lawn, the single-payer system (meaning one payer: 
the government) most often used as an example by enthusiasts 
is in Canada. 

You can get a wide range of reports on how well the Canadian 
system works. In general, if you are young and healthy, the 
system works well. Beyond that, you probably better buy some 
supplemental health insurance. 

Purchasing health insurance of any kind was illegal in Canada 
until 2005, when its supreme court overturned that law. It ruled 
that its citizens, because of the failure of the Canadian system to 
guarantee medical services in a timely way, cannot be prevented 
from purchasing private health insurance. 

The court's opinion included this line: "As a result of delays in 
receiving tests and surgeries, patients have suffered and even 
died in some cases." 

This can hardly be a good single-payer model for Maine or the 
United States. The term single payer, which implies that only the 
government pays, is not accurate. 

Everybody pays in Canada. Their citizens pay through very high 
taxes, additional user fees and supplemental insurance. 

They pay through long waits for diagnosis and treatment and 
through a far less technologically advanced and efficient system 
than in the United States. 

Yet, this is the system held up as an example of what we should 
have when we hear the line, "We're the only industrialized nation 
in the world not to have socialized medicine." 

We do have gigantic socialized medicine systems to take care of 
the poor and elderly -- Medicaid and Medicare. And we have the 
world's most technically advanced health care system. 

There is no question that our current system of health care 
delivery is not perfect, especially in Maine. But just imagine that 
the people who brought you the MaineCare computer debacle, 
the expensive and failing Dirigo program and, on a federal level, 
Hurricane Katrina relief, were managing this astronomically large 
system and making health care decisions for you and your 
family. 

Let's fix the system we have instead of instead of emulating one 
that is fraught with problems and which, in the name of fairness, 
brings the level of care down for everyone. 

So be ready for the come-ons, the ultimatums and even the 
insults (for those who don't agree with government-run health 
care) that we are going to be hearing in the near future. 

Do the research and ask the tough questions about these 
systems. Don't get sold on a system that is too good to be true. 

— Special to the Press Herald 
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