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Focus

Obamacare just 

on a slow burn 

U
S President Donald Trump said on Friday that
Obamacare was “exploding” after Republican
lawmakers shelved legislation that would have

dismantled the healthcare law. That’s not going to hap-
pen this month. Probably not even this year. The more
than 12 million people who bought 2017 health insur-
ance plans on HealthCare.gov and other websites the
law created are not in danger of losing their healthcare
or having their premiums go up right now, experts say.

But 2018 is another story. Republicans could choose
to pass a budget that defunds Obamacare’s cost-shar-
ing subsidies, which help low-income people cover out-
of-pocket and other medical costs. But that would be
highly unpopular among consumers who would likely
blame the president and Congress for skyrocketing
healthcare costs, experts said. “That is one of the ways
that is available to monkey wrench the Affordable Care
Act,” said Morgan Tilleman, an associate with the law
firm Foley & Lardner, who represents insurers.

Obamacare, former Democratic President Barack
Obama’s signature legislation created by the Affordable
Care Act of 2010, has had a tough beginning. The mix of
sick and healthy customers has been worse than expect-
ed, and premium rates on the individual insurance mar-
ket went up 25 percent this year. Other parts of the law,
like the expansion of Medicaid to enhance coverage for
the poor, and changes to allow young people to stay on
their parents’ health plans, have been popular. And the
defeat of the bill is a win for the hospitals that have ben-
efited from those increased Medicaid dollars.

But many counties across the country have only one
insurer, after Humana Inc, Aetna Inc and UnitedHealth
Group Inc pulled out after reporting hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars of losses. The insurers who are left,
Anthem Inc and other BlueCross BlueShield insurers
across the country, as well as smaller players like
Centene Corp and Molina Healthcare Inc need to
decide in the next few months where to sell insurance
and how much to charge. And that is where the mar-
ket’s slow burn takes off, with insurers leaving and pre-
miums rising. Jeff Jonas, a portfolio manager at Gabelli
Funds who focuses on health care, said that for for con-
sumers, 2018 looks uncertain, with a “death spiral” of
decreasing competition and increasing premium rates
ramping up. 

Looking to 2018 
After the failed Republican effort to push through

the bill, insurers are looking at changes to help 2018,
America’s Health Insurance Plans spokeswoman Kristine
Grow said. That includes the market’s cost-sharing sub-
sidies as well as other government payments for sicker-
than-usual customers and finalizing a rule the Trump
administration proposed that addresses issues insurers
say drives up costs.  The Trump administration could do
some of that itself if it wants to, such as using its regula-
tory authority to adjust the formula for how it compen-
sates insurers for the sickest people, Elizabeth
Carpenter at healthcare consultancy and research firm
Avalere Health said. 

But it is unknown if the administration will try to
work within the law’s existing framework or take
actions to undermine it and blame the Democrats for
its failure. “If they fail to act and they don’t act in an
appropriate way, that will further destabilize the mar-
ketplace,” Dr. Mario Molina, CEO of Molina Healthcare,
said. Molina’s enrollment ballooned to 1 million
exchange enrollees this year and the company is
weighing if it will submit plans for next year.

The administration could also decide to not enforce
the individual mandate, which requires that everyone
purchase health insurance or pay a fine. It already took
steps to erode that provision last month, when it backed
off implementing tougher oversight that was due to go
into effect for 2016 taxes. Experts said the individual
mandate still cost less than purchasing insurance, but as
it increases each year more young and healthy people
would have incentive to join the healthcare market,
helping to offset the cost of sicker patients. 

The nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office esti-
mated that 14 million more people would be uninsured
under the Republican bill next year, with most of the
increase coming from the repeal of the penalty associ-
ated with the individual mandate. It’s unclear what the
Republicans will do. Trump said this bill had been
shelved but that Republicans would end up with a
“great” healthcare bill in the future, but for now that
they are moving onto tax reform. Until they do that,
they will have to work within the 2010 Affordable Care
Act. It can also undercut the healthcare law through
regulatory authority at the Department of Health and
Human Services.  — Reuters

D
onald Trump campaigned as an outsider - celebrat-
ing his lack of political experience by selling himself
as a dealmaker willing to buck Republican ortho-

doxy and his own party’s leadership. He alone would
reshape Washington. He’s tried governing the same way.
His actions are a blitz. He rarely consults old Washington
hands. And he hangs the threat of retribution over anyone
who challenges him. And now he and his party have been
dealt a stinging defeat on a signature campaign promise, a
defeat that further weakens a president whose approval
rating has hovered under 40 percent and humiliates
Republicans who have pledged for seven long years to
undo President Barack Obama’s health care law.

Trump’s haphazard approach on Friday to the health-
care bill - first demanding a House vote despite an uncer-
tain result, then suddenly suggesting he’d support a
future bipartisan solution - underscored Trump’s political
identity: He is an independent, seemingly uninterested in
leading a political party or unifying the federal govern-
ment. The failed vote - despite Republican control of the
White House and both houses of Congress - highlighted
severe cracks within the GOP that Trump’s presidency
won’t easily mend.

Trump now wants to turn to tax reform, an ambitious,
complicated plan at the center of his agenda, and he does
so wounded by the healthcare collapse as well as the
uncertain legal status of his travel ban and an ongoing fed-
eral investigation into possible contacts and coordination
between his campaign aides and Russian officials. 

The loss exposed a limit to Trump’s go-it-alone style,
one forged over decades in the business world and seem-
ingly proven effective by his improbable win. The novice
campaigner used the sheer force of his celebrity and per-
sonality to draw loyal supporters and frequently bend the
Republican Party to his whims. He defied the party leader-
ship repeatedly, skipped a debate, refused to sign a loyalty
pledge and turned the scathing power of his Twitter
account on fellow Republicans even after he clinched the
nomination and the party pined for unity.

Maverick
“This is who he is. He’s a dealmaker. He knows how to

do deals and there’s no deal here,” said Ed Cox, chairman of
New York state’s Republican party, who has known Trump
for decades, sometimes as friend, sometimes as foe. “He
always wants to move on to the next thing, even going it
alone.” But experts say that maverick style has hurt his abili-
ty to govern effectively.

“Donald Trump’s ‘Art of the Deal’ doesn’t work in
Washington. Politics is a profession and you have to know
how to collect votes,” said Douglas Brinkley, a presidential
historian at Rice University. “Trump is a salesperson and
he oversold what he can get done.” Brinkley said Trump’s
failure stood in stark contrast to the master negotiations
conducted by presidents Franklin D Roosevelt and
Lyndon Johnson, who enjoyed majorities in both houses
of Congress and achieved sweeping legislative accom-
plishments. 

Instead, Trump’s initial struggles were reminiscent of
the problems Jimmy Carter faced when he declared that
his fellow Democrats were “an albatross around my neck”
while facing intraparty rebellion. More than two dozen
members of the House Freedom Caucus oppose the
healthcare plan because they say it  doesn’t go far
enough to undo Obamacare.  Some moderate
Republicans, meanwhile, were turned off by a recent
Congressional Budget Office analysis predicting 24 mil-
l ion people would lose coverage in a decade.
Republicans seemed willing to risk Trump’s wrath, taking
comfort in the political safety their deep-red home dis-
tricts provide against his possible attacks.

Democrat 
Trump was once a Democrat. He favored abortion rights

most of his adult life, has shown little stomach for fighting
over social issues and espoused views on trade similar to
those of liberal Democratic presidential candidate Bernie
Sanders. He often doesn’t work in specifics, allowing sup-
porters to read in what they want, and he’s been frequently
mercurial, abruptly shifting stances - like when he aban-

doned his vow to send Hillary Clinton to prison - yet rarely
losing support of his loyal backers. That degree of unpre-
dictability gave some credibility to his ultimatum to force a
Friday vote or keep Obamacare in place, despite his years-
long crusade against it.

Trump’s commitment to the bill seemed wavering. He
said Friday “there were things in this bill that I didn’t partic-
ularly like” and, for the first time, suggested that he would
support a bipartisan healthcare measure. He also claimed
that “I’ve never said repeal and replace Obamacare within
64 days,” a surprising statement considering he vowed to
do so “on day one” nearly every night on the campaign
trail. “He’s left everything on the field when it comes to this
bill,” White House press secretary Sean Spicer said before
the vote was pulled. “He pulled out every stop, he has
called every member, he has tweeted every tweet, he has
done every single thing he can.”

Though Trump publicly abstained from blaming House
Speaker Paul Ryan, the White House suggested some fault
lay with members who opposed the measure, with Spicer
declaring “they would have go to back and answer to their
constituents.” That act of political defiance should seem
familiar to the occupant of the White House, according to
one longtime Trump ally. “The people who are defeating
this are the ones most like Trump - ones willing to break
from the pack,” said former House Speaker Newt Gingrich,
who also questioned the wisdom of setting a hard dead-
line to pass the legislation.

“If it was a negotiating tactic, it wasn’t a good one,”
said Gingrich, who suggested that relations between
Trump and Ryan, always strained, would get worse. “The
president feels burned. I suspect you’ll see him far more
engaged on matters like tax reform, which he is passion-
ate about. But it will be more complicated now.” The fail-
ure to get the health plan through the House, a task con-
sidered easier than in the Senate, may portend even
greater difficulty in passing complicated tax reform and
the rest of Trump’s ambitious agenda. “Doing big things is
hard,” said Ryan. — AP 

Outsider dealmaker faltering in White House

I
n the end, the Closer couldn’t close the
deal. For President Donald Trump, the
collapse on Friday of his first legislative

priority, a healthcare reform bill, was an
embarrassing loss of face after he and his
administration insisted up until the time of
the vote by the US House of
Representatives that there was enough
Republican support. It brings into question
the neophyte president’s ability to move
big-ticket legislation through Congress.
And for a celebrity businessman who
brands himself a deal-maker and fixer, it
casts doubt over his ability to deliver on his
bold “drain-the-swamp” promises to shake
up Washington.

The White House wants to advance,
among other things, tax reform and a mas-
sive infrastructure package this year, but
now it must address whether a change of
approach is needed and whether congres-
sional allies such as House Speaker Paul
Ryan can be counted on to deliver. “This is
the most consequential day of Trump’s
presidency and it’s not just a failure, it’s a
stunning failure,” Charlie Sykes, an influen-
tial Wisconsin Republican political com-
mentator and frequent Trump critic, said on
Twitter. 

Trump appeared to chalk up the loss in
part to his own inexperience after House
leaders pulled their bill to repeal and
replace Obamacare following defections by
both moderate and far-right Republican
members who were unmoved by Trump’s
ultimatum to vote for the plan or live with
the current system. “We learned a lot about
loyalty. We learned a lot about the vote-
getting process,” Trump said after the bill
was withdrawn, adding that he would
move forward with other priorities.

It was yet another setback for an admin-
istration barely two months in office that
has already seen its national security advis-
er resign, had its immigration restrictions
struck down in courts, and faces a barrage
of questions about the Trump campaign’s
ties to Russia. Trump’s hallmark salesman-
ship seemed to abandon him this week.
Although he furiously courted the hard-line
conservatives opposed to the reform bill,
they largely refused to yield, and in the
process he alienated moderates who initial-
ly supported the bill.

The president then switched tactics and
gave up trying to bring the conservative
opponents into the fold, instead delivering
an ultimatum that all Republicans needed
to back the bill. That did not work either.
Trump also failed to persuade the
American public that the bill  was an
improvement over the one it would have
repealed and replaced: The Affordable Care
Act - the signature domestic achievement
of former Democratic President Barack
Obama. Polls showed the replacement bill
to be deeply unpopular, and conservative
Republicans complained that their offices
were being deluged by calls from con-
stituents opposing it. 

“This demonstrates that campaigning
and legislating are two different things,”
said Jim Manley, once a top aide to for-
mer Democratic Senate Majority Leader
Harry Reid. Representative Joe Barton of
Texas blamed the failure on Republicans
who control the White House, Senate
and the House still learning how to gov-
ern af ter  e ight  years  of  Obama.
“Sometimes you’re playing fantasy foot-
ball and sometimes you’re in the real
game,” Barton told Reuters.

Representative Mario Diaz-Balart of
Florida called it “a big blow” for the
Republican agenda. Trump’s efforts to
engage the bill ’s opponents at times
seemed to muddy the process further, as
he largely cut Ryan out of negotiations.
(Ryan didn’t seem to mind, calling Trump a
“great closer”.)  But even as Trump offered
concessions, conservatives did not budge
and moderates were angered. 

Stuart Diamond, a professor who teach-
es negotiation at the Wharton School at
the University of Pennsylvania,  said
Trump’s strong-arm tactics backfired.
“Threats don’t work in general,” he said.
“They cause damage to relationships. They
definitely don’t work in a situation with a
lot of different stakeholders, where the
power is distributed.”

Escaping a Looming Disaster 
After the bill was revised along Trump’s

specifications, the Congressional Budget
Office, which analyzes the financial impact
of proposed legislation, determined that
the bill would deprive 24 million Americans
of health insurance over the next decade
and slice about $150 billion off the budget
deficit. The CBO said the bill would not
affect the number of uninsured but it
would reduce the budget deficit signifi-
cantly less than the original bill, troubling
fiscal hawks. Even as Trump and the White
House pushed harder, opposition to the bill
among the rank and file rose.

Representative Bill Huizenga, a Michigan
Republican who is also a small-business
owner, said Trump was still getting used to
governing. “There are parallels between
government and business, but they are not
exactly the same.” The lesson from the

debacle, said John Feehery, a Republican
strategist who was an aide to former House
Speaker Dennis Hastert, is that the White
House needs to take a firmer hand in craft-
ing legislative strategy. On healthcare,
Trump largely deferred to Ryan’s office,
which drafted the bill in secret, sowing mis-
trust among conservatives. 

Congress now faces arguably an even
tougher legislative reform: overhauling the
tax code, which has not been done since
1986 and involves navigating a snake pit of
competing special interests. Like Trump’s
healthcare proposal, it could struggle
against public opinion, with Democrats
likely to cast it as a Republican giveaway to
the rich. There was also a feeling among
some Republicans that they had escaped a
looming disaster. Even if the bill had passed
the House, it faced a radical overhaul in the
Senate, meaning both chambers would
have been tied up battling over the bill for
weeks, perhaps months.

And if it became law and millions of vot-
ers lost health insurance, some Republicans
feared they could suffer at the polls.
Instead, those Republicans have to hope
voters will not punish them for failing to
deliver on a promise they had been making
since Obamacare was passed in 2010, and
that they will still believe this president
when he says he can strike a deal. 

“This is a promise the GOP made to vot-
ers. They need to get it right,” said Rachel
Bovard, a policy analyst at the conservative
Heritage Foundation, as she urged
Republicans to “start over”. It is unclear
when that could happen. “This bill is dead,”
said Representative Greg Walden of
Oregon, a member of the House leader-
ship team. — Reuters

For Trump, it was the lost art of the deal 


