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Senate Leader Takes Risk Pushing 
Public Insurance Plan 

 
In pushing to include a government-run health insurance plan in the health care bill, the 
Senate majority leader, Harry Reid, is taking a calculated gamble that the 60 members of 
his caucus could support the plan if it included a way for states to opt out. 
 
Mr. Reid met with President Obama at the White House last Thursday to inform him of 
his inclination to add the public option to the bill, but did not specifically ask the 
president to endorse that approach, a Democratic aide said. Mr. Obama asked 
questions, but did not express a preference at the meeting, a White House official said. 
 
Mr. Reid’s outlook was shaped, in part, by opinion polls showing public support for a 
government insurance plan, which would compete with private insurers. Speaker Nancy 
Pelosi said again Thursday that the House would definitely include a public option in its 
version of the legislation. 
 
Just six weeks ago the public option appeared to be dying, under fierce attack by the 
insurance industry. A clear majority of Democratic senators favor a government-run plan. 
But public statements by other senators indicate that the proposal lacks the 60 votes 
ordinarily needed to secure Senate approval for hotly contested legislation. 
 
Democratic champions of the public plan, like Senator Charles E. Schumer of New York, 
have urged Mr. Reid to take an aggressive posture, by putting the public plan in the bill 
and forcing opponents to try to strip it out. 
 



 2 

“There is a growing sense that we need to lead on this issue and not wait for it to be 
offered on the Senate floor,” a senior Democratic aide said. “The idea is that it’s better to 
show some fight.”  
 
As word of Mr. Reid’s intention spread last Thursday, centrist senators from both parties 
said they had come together in an informal group to resist creation of a uniform 
nationwide public insurance program. 
 
Leaders of the group, including Senators Ben Nelson, Democrat of Nebraska, and 
Olympia J. Snowe, Republican of Maine, said they wanted to be sure the bill was not 
rushed to the floor. 
 
One of the centrists, Senator Mary L. Landrieu, Democrat of Louisiana, said: “I am 
pressing to get a government-run, taxpayer-supported public option out of the bill. I want 
to rely on a reformed private marketplace.” 
 
Another member of the centrist group, Senator Susan Collins, Republican of Maine, 
said: “There are a lot of senators from both sides of the aisle who have a sense of 
unease about all the bills that have been reported out of committees thus far. In a 60-
vote scenario, it is the centrists potentially who will hold the balance of power.” 
 
To get to 60, Mr. Reid would need the vote of Senator Joseph I. Lieberman of 
Connecticut, an independent who caucuses with the Democrats. Mr. Lieberman, a 
member of the centrist group, has said he opposes a public option “right now,” but would 
judge specific proposals in the context of a larger bill. 
 
The public plan is the most divisive issue in the health care debate, even though the 
Congressional Budget Office says it would probably attract no more than 12 million 
people. Critics say the public plan would have unfair advantages and could eventually 
dominate the market, leaving hardly any role for private insurers. 
 
Mr. Reid has long said he personally favors a public plan, without saying if it would be in 
the bill he takes to the Senate floor. 
 
In writing the Senate bill, Mr. Reid is working closely with White House officials and two 
other Democratic senators, Max Baucus of Montana and Christopher J. Dodd of 
Connecticut. 
 
“We have to make a decision pretty quickly,” Mr. Dodd said.  
 
But Ms. Snowe said that in meetings with Mr. Reid she had emphasized “the necessity of 
taking it slow,” so senators fully understood how the bill would work and how it would 
affect consumers, businesses and their insurance premiums. 
 
“We must not rush this train out of the station,” Ms. Snowe said. She noted that 
Democrats suffered a setback on Wednesday when they tried to secure swift approval 
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for a bill increasing Medicare payments to doctors without offsetting any of the cost, 
$247 billion over 10 years.  
 
“That’s a reflection of what could happen if the Democratic leaders do not smooth the 
pathway” for major health legislation, by giving senators time to study the details, Ms. 
Snowe said.  
 
She was the only Republican who voted for a health bill approved last week by the 
Senate Finance Committee. That bill does not include a government-run plan, though 
bills approved in July by the Senate health committee and by three House committees 
do include it. 
 
Ms. Collins, Mr. Nelson and Ms. Snowe said they did not like the idea of a uniform 
government-run insurance plan even if states could opt out. 
 
Mr. Nelson, a former governor, said, “States should have the opportunity to deal with this 
without a national public option.” Individual states could set up public insurance 
programs if they want, he said, or they could band together and establish regional public 
programs. 
 
In the House, Democratic leaders are so confident of their ability to round up the 
necessary votes that they have told members of their caucus to be prepared for action 
on the House floor before Veterans Day, November 11th. 
 
But the House Republican leader, Representative John A. Boehner of Ohio, said he was 
skeptical. “This talk of the Democrats’ having 218 votes is nonsense,” Mr. Boehner said.  

 
Ms. Pelosi and liberal Democrats 
favor a “robust” public insurance plan 
that would use Medicare rates as a 
basis for paying doctors and 
hospitals. 
 
That approach received a boost last 
Thursday when 13 House Democrats 
announced an agreement with Ms. 
Pelosi that would increase Medicare 
payments to their states, known for 
providing high-quality care at a 
relatively low cost. The states 
include Iowa, Minnesota, Oregon, 

Vermont, Washington and Wisconsin.  
 
Robert Pear and David M. Herszenhorn, graphic and emphasis added 
 
October 25, 2009 Edition 
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Union  
News 
AFL-CIO News service, graphic(s) added  
 
AFL-CIO, NFL Players Association and United Way Team Up in Detroit: Tomorrow, 
local union leaders, current and retired NFL players in Detroit will join the United Way to 
hold a food drive benefiting families affected by the economic crisis. The NFL Players 
Association (NFLPA) organized the food drive. Saundra Williams, president of the 
Metropolitan Detroit AFL-CIO, will be among those joining Detroit Lions offensive 
lineman Stephen Peterman at the food drive. AFL-CIO Executive Vice President Arlene 
Holt Baker says the food drive is an important way for union members to reach out to 
hard-hit communities: In these times of crisis, it’s heartwarming to see my union brothers 
and sisters joining together to help those in need. The proud residents of Detroit are 
suffering from some of the highest unemployment rates in the country and they need our 
help now more than ever. What the people of Detroit need, and all of America’s working 
men and women need, are quality, family-supporting jobs. 

 
Taxing Benefits: The Wrong Way to Pay for Health Care: One of 
the principles that must be at the heart of health care reform is 
making sure it’s paid for fairly. Unfortunately, some members of 
Congress are trying to fund it in the wrong way—by taxing working 
families’ health benefits. The Senate Finance Committee’s bill, unlike 
the bills passed by committees in the U.S. House, relies on an excise 
tax on health coverage, starting in 2013, to fund health reform. That’s 
a short-sighted policy that could hurt millions of people that health 

care reform is supposed to help. A new report by the Economic Policy Institute (EPI) 
shows that, under the current Senate Finance Committee proposal, the excise tax would 
hit about one-third of health insurance plans within the next decade. This could cause 
millions of middle-class families to suffer a tax increase or to get their benefits pared 
back, the report says. To the extent that workers choose less expensive health plans for 
themselves and their families to avoid the excise tax, they will be faced with higher out-
of-pocket costs. All else equal, lower premiums translate into less comprehensive 
coverage. Less comprehensive coverage often takes the form of higher deductibles, 
increased co-pays, higher out-of-pocket maximums, or other increased cost-sharing. 
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Wall Street Won’t Do Right. Now They 
Have To: So, Wall Street CEOs didn’t 
figure out on their own that when they 
take taxpayer money, they have a moral 
obligation to help the overall economy 
with their $700 billion public-funded 
bailout rather than single-mindedly line 
their own pockets with billions of dollars 
in salaries, bonuses and other ego-
inflating perks. Funny how “moral 
obligation” and “Wall Street” tend to be 

mutually exclusive terms. Wall Street CEOs wouldn’t do it on their own. So now they 
have to. 
 
Shuler: We Need to Let Young People Know About Unions:  Nearly 300 young 
activists and students came to Washington, D.C., last week for the A Better Deal 2009 
conference, and AFL-CIO Secretary-Treasurer Liz Shuler was on hand to let these 
young people know that the labor movement is here to fight for them. Sponsored by 
Demos and an array of youth and progressive organizations, A Better Deal 2009 looked 
at jobs, debt, education, health care and other issues facing young people in a 
challenging economy. The Electrical Workers (IBEW) were there as well and have a 
great new video on the conference and young people’s concerns about building a strong 
economic future. Here’s what Shuler has to say on the need to make the union 
movement accessible, relevant and attentive to the next generation:  I think now is the 
perfect time to reach out to young people, because of the economic devastation that 
we’ve been experiencing. I think young people have been disproportionately affected, 
and we need to connect the dots for them and make sure they know that the labor 
movement is the best answer to their economic troubles. 
 

Maine Union Members Tell Snowe to Support a 
Public Option, and More Health Care News:  When 
Sen. Olympia Snowe (R-Maine) suggested she would 
block health care reform if it included a public option, 
Maine workers took action: The Maine AFL-CIO put its 
convention on hold so attendees could call her and tell 
her that a public option is essential to make reform 
work. (Recent polls in Maine suggest Mainers strongly 
support a public option.) Here are some of the latest 
developments in the fight for real health care reform: 

•Momentum is building for a public option in final bills being crafted in the U.S. Senate 
and the House. This is a critical time to contact your senators and representatives. Big 
companies like Wal-Mart are lobbying hard to exempt the coverage they provide from 
health care reform. That would leave tens of millions of workers stuck in the same high-
cost, no-guarantee system we have today. 55 members of Congress who oppose giving 
America the choice of a public option are actually getting government-administered 
health care through Medicare. 
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New Mine Safety Chief: The Change We Needed: Today, the U.S. Senate confirmed 
Joe Main—by unanimous consent—as the new leader of the U.S. Mine Safety and 
Health Administration (MSHA). Main is a longtime advocate for safety and health in the 
mining industry. He worked 22 years as director of Occupational Health and Safety for 
the Mine Workers (UMWA). That’s a huge change from the Bush-era head of MSHA, 
coal-industry lobbyist Richard Stickler, who came under fire for failure to enforce mining 
safety laws. 
 

Dancing with Jay and Daisy:  When you’re a member of the 
American Bankers Association (ABA) meeting in Chicago amid 
the worst U.S. jobless crisis and most disastrous economy 
since the 1930s Depression, what’s the logical move to make? 
Dress up in a Roaring ’20s costume and party like it’s 1929. 
Proving yet again that not only do taxpayer-bailed-out CEOs 
have no shame, word has it that they plan to flaunt their 
taxpayer-fueled wealth in our faces, the ABA is sponsoring its 
Roaring ’20s party in conjunction with its Oct. 27–29 meeting. 
AFL-CIO President Richard Trumka will lead thousands of 
mad-as-hell Americans in a rally outside the ABA meeting on 

Oct. 27, demanding financial reform and re-regulation that will allow us to rebuild our 
communities, our lives and our economy. (If you’re in Chicago, join us October 27th at 
10:30 a.m. CST. The march departs from the corner of East Wacker Drive and Stetson 
Avenue. After about a 15-minute march, the rally will be outside the Sheraton Chicago 
Hotel & Towers at 301 E. North Water St.) Because when they’re not stocking up on Jay 
and Daisy attire, Big Bankers and financial institutions are using the $700 billion in 
taxpayer bailout money to attack proposals like the Consumer Financial Protection 
Agency that would actually help working people while decreasing the chance of another 
Big Bank-fueled financial meltdown. Of course, they’re not using all of our money to fight 
reform. Some of it—about $7 billion—is going to bonuses for top CEOs. 
 
Hundreds Protest as Health Insurance Lobby Plots to Kill Reform : More than 500 
union members and health care activists in Washington, D.C., this afternoon packed the 
sidewalks in front of and across the street from the meeting of the giant health insurance 
lobby group, America’s Health Insurance Plans (AHIP), in support of health care reform.  
AHIP, whose top honchos, including its head, Karen Ignagni, are meeting at the Capital 
Hilton to plot their assault against health care reform, refused to meet with any of the 
seven families who traveled here to tell how they were denied needed health care 
despite having insurance coverage. Before marching to the Hilton, hundreds gathered at 
the AFL-CIO building, where AFL-CIO President Richard Trumka laid out the principles 
that must underlie any health care reform: a real public option to decrease costs for 
families and create competition, employer responsibility so companies like Wal-Mart are 
held accountable and no new taxes on workers’ benefits. As Trumka said: Health care 
reform isn’t to make insurance companies happy, it’s to make the American people 
healthy! Today we are going to make sure that they hear loud and clear what this fight is 
about. It’s about the families who will be with us at the Capital Hilton—the families who’ve 
suffered so much—not about the big insurance companies’ bottom line. 
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Wiping Blood  
Off White  
Buck Shoes 
 
In New York, the oldest and snobbiest 
financial and advising ventures are called 
“white shoe” firms. 
 
This, they say, arose from the days when their hoity-toity employees wore white bucks to 
work.  
 
These days, white shoe firms bear names notorious outside New York, like Goldman 
Sachs and Morgan Stanley. That’s because their arrogance, risky investments and 
confounding dealing in derivatives caused last fall’s Wall Street meltdown, slaughtered 
white shoe firms like Lehman Brothers, froze credit nationwide, and threw the rest of us 
into the Great Recession.  
 
Now unemployment is up to 9.8 percent, a 26-year high. Banks repossessed 88,000 
homes in September and filed foreclosure notices on another 344,000, according to 
RealtyTrac.  
 
Suicide hotlines report increases in calls, and a study released in July by researchers at 
several universities including the University of California documented the connection 
between unemployment, suicide and murder. Each percent increase in unemployment 
raised suicide rates by .8 percent and homicide rates by .8 percent, the research team 
found. 
 
There’s blood on those white bucks. But the guys wearing them don’t seem to notice. 
 
When bankers’ backs were up against the wall, the taxpayers of the United States bailed 
them out to the tune of $700 billion. Some, like Bank of America, took the welfare then 
repaid that generosity by doling out billions in bonuses.  
 
BofA got $45 billion from taxpayers, then gave $3.6 billion in bonuses to Merrill Lynch 
workers, just as BofA bought Merrill — which lost $25 billion in 2008.  
 
Banksters always argue that they must pay massive bonuses to reward and retain their 
best and brightest. Yet the best and brightest had managed to undermine Wall Street 
and lose $100 billion at the nine firms that received government welfare in 2008.   
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Realistically, finding lower-cost replacements for them shouldn’t be a problem since lots 
of unemployed bankers are pounding New York streets. The New York City Office of 
Management and Budget determined that Wall Street banks cut 30,000 jobs in 2008. 
 
Still, Wall Street continues to reward incompetence. Morgan Stanley, for example, 
increased the proportion of its revenues to be paid as compensation and benefits – to 
total a whopping $6 billion by September — despite three straight losing quarters this 
year. This is how the London Telegraph characterized the decision in an Oct. 21 story: 
 
“Investment bank Morgan Stanley has more than doubled the share of revenues it will 
hand out in pay and bonuses to its 62,000-strong army of bankers and brokers despite a 
91 pc drop in profits last quarter.” 
 
Right now, they’d each get $96,774, but Morgan Stanley has another quarter to add to 
that pool of pay. 
 
Investment house Goldman Sachs has set aside $11.4 billion so far for compensation, 
setting a pace for an average Goldman worker to get $773,000. That would more than 
double last year’s earnings for the average Goldie. 
 
Contrast that with the U.S. Census report that the typical worker nationwide lost $1,860 
for a reduced wage of $50,303. Or compare it to the experience of the woman in the Oct. 
21 New York Times story who competed with 500 other applicants for one $13-an-hour 
clerk job opening at an Indiana trucking company. 
 
When America’s median income workers paid to bail out those white shoe swells, they 
thought something would change. “There is some failure in the finance industry to 
appreciate the level of public antagonism toward whatever Wall Street symbolizes,” Orin 
Kramer, a Democratic fund-raiser who is a partner in an investment firm, told the New 
York Times’ David D. Kirkpatrick earlier this month. 
 
Dr. Daniel E. Fass, who was chairing a Democratic fundraising event with Kramer, told 
the Times’ Kirpatrick, “The investment community feels very put-upon. They feel there is 
no reason why they shouldn’t earn $1 million to $200 million a year, and they don’t want 
to be held responsible for the global financial meltdown.” 
 
And, indeed, they’re acting like it never happened. JPMorgan Chase & Co. went out this 
year and made billions doing exactly what caused the crash last year – trading like crazy 
in derivatives.  
 
So a parent figure had to step in. The Obama Administration acted this week. The 
Federal Reserve announced it would crack down on pay packages at the nation’s 28 
largest banking companies in ways intended to discourage risky practices.  
 
And the Treasury Department announced that it will order pay cuts and perk limitations 
for top officials at the firms still on welfare. They are Citigroup, Bank of America, 



 9 

American International Group, General Motors, Chrysler and the automakers’ financing 
agencies. 
 
This new lifestyle will be devastating for some of those on welfare. Their perks could be 
limited to $25,000 – only half of a typical American worker’s annual salary. And the cash 
portion of their salaries could be slashed by 90 percent and replaced by stock that 
cannot be sold for years.  
 
The point is to align their personal interests to the firm’s long-term financial health.  It is 
an attempt to discourage risky investments that seemed profitable for the purpose of 
immediate bonus payments but later exploded like the AIG derivatives scandal.  
 
The white shoe crowd, failing to understand that the president was trying to help them 
clean up the mess at their feet, immediately started whining and complaining. It just 
wouldn’t work, they said, because pay-pinched executives would run to firms 
unrestricted by the government. That’s all for the good because, again, there are 30,000 
Wall Streeters searching for jobs. 
 
The pay restrictions will set a proper tone. Perhaps Wall Street will hear it before, as the 
New York Times described it, “populist animosity toward Wall Street and corporate 
America” grows too great. 
 
If that happened, the blood on their white bucks might be their own. 
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