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An Update from Washington- Reflections on the Passage of Health Care Reform
After nearly a year of debate on health care reform, the House passed the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act on Sunday night.  Few other issues in our nation’s history have sparked such impassioned debate on both sides of an argument.  Thomas Jefferson, one of our nation’s founding fathers, was known for his belief that a democracy can only function effectively if its citizenry is both engaged and informed.  In this sense, Americans’ increased involvement in their government is certainly a positive development.

As you probably know, I voted against the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act.  However, my opposition to this bill is not an outright rejection of health care reform.  I strongly believe we need health care cost containment, but the bill passed is not the way to go.  Our country is experiencing unprecedented fiscal and economic crises, and now is not the time to place an additional burden on American citizens by creating a new entitlement program.  These concerns are made worse considering I have fundamental questions about this bill’s ability to reduce the federal government’s long-term health care obligations.

Moreover, the bill comes at a steep price in the form of increased taxation for both small businesses and individuals who do not comply with the bill’s health insurance mandates.  As I have said over the last two years, I am opposed to raising taxes, much less during a time when Americans are struggling to make ends meet.  Indeed, there are too many questions and assumptions about this legislation which made it impossible for me to support.  

Without question, this was a very important vote on a monumentally significant issue.  Most Americans will be affected by this legislation, and likewise millions of Americans are upset and strongly opposed to the President’s health care reform proposals.  It is a hard truth that our country is so divided in its opinion that we could not write a bill to address one of our most pressing problems that would pass with bipartisan support.

Though I was opposed to this legislation, it is important to put some of the reforms in context.  This bill is not a government takeover of health care, nor does it contain provisions that have not already been thoroughly debated.  And, in many cases, this legislation contains ideas that have received strong bipartisan support in the past.  Additionally, many liberals, long supporters of single-payer universal health care, are dissatisfied with this legislation because, in their opinion, it doesn’t go far enough.

Yet talk radio, cable news outlets, partisan political organizations, and opinion pages would have you believe this bill is either the silver bullet to solve all of our problems or a fundamentally unconstitutional bill that will signal the end of America as we know it.  As I have often found throughout my career, the truth lies somewhere in between.  Unfortunately, our public discourse has too often focused less on what is accurate, and instead amplified what are at best half-truths, and at worst, intentional misrepresentations.  As a people, we are capable of and should demand a more respectful public discussion from ourselves and our elected officials.

Throughout my life, I have found it much more helpful to engage in calm and thoughtful discussion rather than yelling and screaming.  I conducted my office in this manner when I was mayor, and have continued to do so as a congressman.  We always accomplish more when we work together.  I respect and value passionate opinions, but when our political opponents cease to be our friends and fellow countrymen and instead become enemies, we have lost our way.  Unfortunately, some of this bad behavior was on display this past weekend on the steps of the very institution that allows us to engage in civil discussions on public policy.

The debate on whether or not to pass a health care bill appears to be over, but the political maneuverings by both parties has likely just begun.  In the coming weeks, I encourage all of my colleagues- and citizens around the country- to set aside our differences and focus on what unites us rather than divides us as we continue to conduct the people’s business. 

As always, if you have any questions, please do not hesitate to call our offices in Montgomery at (334) 277-9113, Dothan at (334) 794-9680, Opp at (334) 493-9253, or Ozark at (334) 445-4600.  You can also visit the website at www.bright.house.gov to sign up for the e-newsletter.  It is my great pleasure to serve you and the entire Second District of Alabama.
