Health Reform Op-Ed from Hospital President

As president of [XYZ hospital], I see firsthand what is right and what is wrong with our health care system—what we need to keep and what we need to change through health care reform. Leading a faith-based organization, I know that reform is a moral imperative as much as it is a practical necessity.

I have seen the best that our system can deliver in terms of quality, compassion, and evidence-based medicine. The health care system is characterized by personal and professional relationships between patients and those who care for them. Miracles occur every day: the tiniest premature baby grows up to be a bright student, advanced cancer goes into remission, the badly damaged heart continues to beat for many years.

Unfortunately I have also seen the worst problems and failures of the current system.  Patients frequently come to us at the end stage of illnesses because they could not afford prevention, early detection or timely treatment. Chronically ill patients suffer avoidable complications because they could not get needed care after losing their job and their health insurance. Patients leave the hospital only to return weeks later because they could not afford their medicines or did not receive vital follow-up care. 

What I see is a world-class health system badly in need of reform.  

The health reform bills moving through Congress differ in many respects but at their core, each are trying to build on what works in our health care system and repair what does not. 

An important element to preserve in any reform legislation is the physician/patient relationship, the cornerstone of our entire health care system. We need to recruit more primary care physicians and give them incentives for providing front-line care, just as specialists have incentives for their care and services. 

We need to strengthen our system of private insurance by offering options for small businesses, self-employed workers and others who are currently cut out of the insurance market. There need to be restrictions against denying insurance to patients who have pre-existing conditions or whose complex treatment becomes expensive. 

We also need to find a way to help low- and middle-income working families afford health insurance so they get the care they need when they need it.

A reformed health care system should bring about major improvements in how care is delivered, such as better coordinating care among various providers. It should also create incentives for improving the quality of care in all settings, for containing costs and for preventing re-hospitalizations whenever possible. 

Health care reform should also include research into making the overall system stronger. We need to develop evidence regarding which treatments are most effective for specific conditions and patients. This information can improve decisions about patient care based on what is best for each patient and set of circumstances, rather than what is the most or the least expensive. 

Reform needs to embrace the full continuum of care, including long-term care. Some bills under consideration smartly propose a  national long-term care insurance program financed by voluntary payroll deductions to help individuals stay independent and remain in their communities should the time come when they need assistance with activities of daily living  

Another key goal of health reform is to prevent disease and promote health. As a nation, we face epidemic levels of asthma, diabetes, heart disease, cancer and other conditions that are preventable or manageable with early detection and proper case management. Public health and medical experts know how to help us be healthier. We need to put what is known into action, not only to avoid or treat disease, but to enjoy full health, as individuals, families, communities and as a nation.  

As reform proposals continue to be debated and improved, I also want to emphasize that as a Catholic organization, [ABC Hospital] works for policies that are pro-life. In the context of health care reform, this includes not mandating abortion coverage or allowing federal funds to be used for abortions, and continuing longstanding and widely supported policies protecting provider conscience rights. 
Health care should always support life – from conception to natural death.

For the first time in almost two decades, we have the opportunity to make meaningful health care reform a reality that preserves what works well and corrects the shortcomings that hold us back. This is the moment to work together to create a just, sustainable health care system that contributes to the vitality of communities across the country.  

As we move forward, let us not allow politics to impede progress. ##
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