Sent to Free Press reporter Nancy Remsen (and others) on 4/19/05

Nancy 

I'm glad the Free Press is giving you the space to address the health care debate. I do have a few comments and questions, however.

1.  Although the House bill contains no details yet on financing, the numbers from the Lewin report and from recent conversations suggest that the payroll tax on businesses would be 5% - 6%. The architect you interviewed said his firm pays $100,000 for health care benefits for 18 workers. DET reports that the median annual wage for an architect was $37,000 in 2003 (arch. & civil drafters were $30,000). If we assume his firm - being high profile and successful - pays more, we have a payroll of perhaps $800,000 (avg. of $44,400). If so, the $100,000 they pay for health insurance = 12.5% of payroll. Simple math tells us that this company would save tens of thousands of dollars under a publicly financed system. So why shouldn't we ask him to square that with his negative impressions?

2.  Your article included interviews with only two business owners, both of whom opposed a universal publicly financed system. Were you unable to find any business owners who favored such a system? If so, I would be happy to provide some names.

3.  Are you aware that for-profit private businesses provide only 60% of all the jobs in Vermont? [2000 Census micro-data] Therefore, if we're interested in the views of employers, we should also talk to the self-employed (14%), the public sector (14%), and private non-profits (12%). If you had, you would have found very substantial support for a structural change by those who employ the other 40% of Vermonters. It is especially important for municipalities and school districts because they are funded almost exclusively by property taxes, which are borne disproportionately by low and moderate income households.

4.  The gentleman from Middlebury who can't afford to pay for health insurance for his employees is rightly concerned about the taxes he would be required to pay under a new system. However, what he didn't say (and you didn't note) is that taxpayers are currently paying for some of those costs right now in various Medicaid programs. 

Indeed, as you saw in the article from the Vermont Guardian I sent yesterday, even the Free Press has 45 employees whose families are enrolled in Medicaid. As someone who is self-employed and pays all of my own health care costs, why should I pay a portion of the costs for his employees when the employer pays none? 

Part of the discussion about financing must include ways of helping small businesses transition from not paying at all to paying their fair share. But there are ways to do this and it should not prevent us from continuing the debate.

5.  Finally, for those who suggest (as did Mr. Fuller) that the private sector is better able to control costs, we should ask them for evidence to support that assertion. In light of the facts on the ground, it's pretty tough to take that seriously.

As you continue to cover this subject, I encourage you to challenge those you interview to support their positions with facts (as have Con Hogan & Deb Richter). This is a complex issue and people's opinions are often based on misinformation. 

Thanks - Doug Hoffer
