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Anne Bryant, Senior Director of Government Relations at Physicians Insurance, spoke with two state senators in Washington—Senator Randi Becker and Senator Karen Keiser—about their views on health care reform.
Anne Bryant: What are the opportunities you see in health care reform?
Senator Randi Becker: In my leadership role on the health care committee, my number one priority will always be what is best for the patient. Also of utmost concern, will be cost containment for the state, the patients and doctors. The current budget deficit demands that we must look at how we provide healthcare in the state and how we can provide a better product for lower cost. t is vital that we look at this situation not as simply a reason to cut programs, but to bend the cost curve down in health care. It is critical to not over-extend the state in light of federal healthcare reform, but instead have bipartisan conversations about the way forward. Both parties need to be willing to look at the mandates and make decisions based on what we can afford as a state right now. This will require us to have frank conversations about how we are going to be able to fundamentally change our approach to healthcare—both in how we pay for it and how we deliver the service.
Senator Karen Keiser: We stand to gain a great deal under the Affordable Care Act., and expanding access to care. Within the past few weeks, Washington State was awarded a federal Medicaid waiver that will match costs for two popular public services, the Basic Health Plan and Disability Lifeline. I passed legislation last year to apply for the waiver and now legislation is again required to fully implement the award. Furthermore, with over 900,000 citizens without coverage, we have a valuable opportunity to expand care for hundreds of thousands of Washingtonians. The expansion of Medicaid alone will reach thousands of currently uninsured Washingtonians. This combined with the flexibility allowed by the Wyden amendment will give us some much needed room for innovation in the streamlining of services and cost containment. 
Anne Bryant: What issues still need to be addressed?

Senator Randi Becker: There will be legislation on the insurance exchange, but I don’t know if I will support it. I believe this issue in particular would benefit from being thoroughly vetted by both the joint committee as well as by the legislative process instead of implementing something we can’t afford. There are workforce supply issues that will need to be addressed this session. We must cover 500,000 more patients in the state and we need doctors, nurses and technicians to deliver these services. There are also still issues surrounding Medicaid expansion and how much flexibility we have as well as how long term we can accommodate this expansion. 
Senator Karen Keiser: There is no way to tell the fate of health care in the state budget for several months still ahead. My priorities will be two-fold in nature. First, we must remain defensive in protecting our critical public services such as the Basic Health Plan. Second, we need to continue to lead the nation in innovative ways to enhance cost containment. This includes primary care health homes, payment reform, evidence based purchasing and administrative simplification. This two-pronged approach will help us retain some of our most critical public services while eliminating the costly inefficiencies that drag our delivery system down in the first place.

Anne Bryant: In your opinion, does the narrowing of the margins in the legislature help or hurt health care debate?

Senator Randi Becker: I think that the results of the 2010 elections prove that the citizens of Washington expect this legislature to deal with its budget situation in creative ways without relying on taxes. This will require cooperation by both parties. My Republican colleagues and I are committed to being part of the solution. We cannot make the same mistake Congress did with healthcare reform—our decisions have to be rooted in bipartisanship. Closer margins in the Senate will require this for the passage of any bills relating to the cost of health care. For this reason, I believe the margins only help to enrich the health care debate. I look forward to substantive debate that will result in good decisions.
Senator Karen Keiser: It will make the debate more interesting. In health care we work across the aisle on many issues, and I intend to continue to reach out to my colleagues in the other caucus for their advice and support. Sometimes we agree to disagree, but more often than not we can find common ground. 
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