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SENATE FINANCE COMMITTEE APPROVES HEALTH BILL

             By Joseph DiBella

Overview

Yesterday the Senate Finance Committee approved the America's Healthy Future Act. All Democrats and one Republican, Senator Olympia Snowe (Maine), voted for the bill to leave Committee for consideration by the full Senate. The Congressional Budget Office estimates that the Finance Committee bill would cost $829 billion over ten years and during that time could likely reduce the federal deficit by $81 billion. By the time the legislation is fully in place after 2013 it is reported that the Finance Committee bill would result in 94 percent of Americans having insurance coverage through an employer-based program, the individual insurance market or through a government program like Medicare or Medicaid.
 

The Finance Committee bill includes the creation of state based insurance exchanges intended to offer more options to consumers. Individuals would be required either to purchase health insurance or, starting in 2014, would have to pay an annual penalty. There are exemptions to the mandate based on income. Individuals would be exempt from a penalty for not having insurance based on income according to the federal poverty level. A health care insurance affordability tax credit would be available for individuals and families with incomes up to 400 percent of the federal poverty level. While there is no employer mandate to offer insurance coverage starting in 2013, employers with more than 50 employees who do not offer health insurance would have to pay a penalty. The Finance Committee bill does not include the controversial "public option." Instead it creates a series of federally backed non-for-profit co-ops that would compete with private insurance companies. 

 

What Happens Next – Senate

In the Senate, the Finance Committee bill and Health/Employment/Labor and Pensions (HELP) Committee bill must be crafted into a unified bill that will go to the full Senate floor. The process to create one bill to bring to the Senate floor for a vote is being headed up by Senate majority leader Harry Reid (Nev.), Finance Committee Chairman Max Baucus (Mont.), and Sen. Christopher Dodd (Conn.), who directed the HELP Committee's work in passing their health care bill. According to reports, Senator Reid is intending to spend the next two weeks working to unify the bills for debate with the full Senate for the week of October 26th.  
 
What Happens Next - House of Representatives

The Speaker of the House, Congresswoman Nancy Pelosi (Cal.) is reportedly working with leaders of the three House Committees that all worked on Healthcare. These are (1) House Ways and Means, (2) Energy and Commerce, and (3) Education and Labor to craft a single and unified health reform bill based on the proposals of the three committees that can be presented to the full House. Like the process in the Senate, this requires a unification of the various bills that can be presented to the full House for a vote.

 
What Happens Next - Final Legislation

It is unlikely that the Senate and House will pass "identical bills." Consequently, the final bills passed from the House and Senate will need to go to the "Conference Committee" (a committee of Senators and Congress persons) which is charged with melding together bills that are passed by the House and Senate that are not identical. The Conference Committee would be responsible for "hammering out" a bill that could pass both chambers. The Conference Report would contain final details and would then have to be passed by both the House and Senate. After passage, the final bill would go to the President for signature to become law. 

 

Conclusion

There are various steps and challenges that lie ahead in the health care debate and this process is expected to play out over the next several weeks. Conner Strong will continue to keep you abreast of major developments. Visit www.connerstrong.com/healthcare_reform for daily updates and important information about the latest details of the debate. 
 

