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HARRY and Louise are back on television. However, they’re transmitting distinctly different fears than 15 years ago, when they debuted in ads blamed for tanking the Clinton health care plan.

Many will recall the middle-class couple in the early 1990s sitting at their kitchen table fretting that changes to the health care system would hurt families, that government bureaucrats would limit people’s choices and that their expenses would soar.

Today, we watch the same actors starring in a sequel. Again, they are conversing at the kitchen table, where many household crises still get settled.

But this time, Harry and Louise convene because they’re scared for different reasons. They’re worried about the sad health care situations of many they know, including an employed friend with cancer and no health coverage. They lament the fact that more middle-class people are not getting the health care they need.

Harry and Louise’s worries about more middle-class Americans falling through the cracks resonate profoundly in households across our state.

The encouraging news is that the number of people without any health coverage is down. According to a report released Aug. 26 by the U.S. Census Bureau, the number of uninsured nationwide dropped from 47 to 45.7 million people. In Connecticut, the uninsured have dipped as well. The average percentage of uninsured residents was 9.4 percent in 2006 and 2007 compared to 10.9 percent in 2004 and 2005.

The drop is being attributed partly to the rise in government support, with the expansion of state-funded safety net programs. In Connecticut, changes in income eligibility requirements for parents and more aggressive efforts to enroll children in the state’s health care plan for children from low-income families appear to be paying off.

But while the uninsured rate appears to be tipping in the right direction, one in 10 residents has no health coverage, or a total of 326,000. This is unacceptable. Connecticut can do better.

The latest census report also serves as a reminder of the importance of keeping perspective while looking at statistics. It is not just those without insurance who are suffering.

Harder to calculate, but no less part of the health care puzzle, are the fast-growing number of "underinsured." These people have insurance plans that are continually cutting back on what they’ll cover or eliminating certain coverage altogether.

And the census reports don’t talk about the role of escalating health care costs, but Harry and Louise now do.

That’s why many of those fortunate to have insurance still worry about meeting their deductibles or paying their premiums. Others agonize because they know if they lose their job, divorce or make some other life-changing move, they will lose their health care. Many companies, especially smaller ones, are cutting or not offering benefits.

Underscoring the deepening sense of urgency is the fact that former foes have joined forces to resurrect Harry and Louise. Notably, The National Federation of Independent Business, credited as one of the organizations that helped defeat the health care reform proposals targeted by the original Harry and Louise ads, is now collaborating with Families USA, staunch supporter of those proposals. Both organizations, along with the American Cancer Society Cancer Action Network, the American Hospital Association and the Catholic Health Association are sponsoring the new ad.

Our nation’s and state’s leaders would do well to take a page on collaboration from this new team’s playbook, particularly as we look ahead to a new federal administration and the opportunities for more comprehensive reform promised by a new legislative session. Our elected officials should also listen to the message of Harry and Louise, and take heed. The television couple’s health care woes and the reasons behind them are far from fictitious.

 

 

