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This week, I had the honor and privilege of joining my Democratic colleagues at the White House, to witness President Barack Obama sign into law, the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (H.R. 3590)—the most significant piece of health care legislation since the enactment of Medicare in 1965. 

This legislation fulfills one of the most basic tenets of the Declaration of Independence—the provision of our natural unalienable rights of life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.  H.R. 3590 secures these rights for every American by ensuring them access to quality, affordable healthcare.

While waiting for President Obama to sign the legislation, I thought about the thousands of families and friends who have lost loved ones because they lacked access to basic health care coverage. 

I also thought about the generations of activists and policy makers who fought to make this monumental achievement a reality.

I have always been proud to be a Member of Congress but voting in favor H.R. 3590 and being present at the signing ceremony was by far my proudest moment.  

By signing this legislation into law, President Obama ensured that the United States remains a leader among industrialized nations, and that the American people can now take comfort in knowing that an illness will no longer wipeout their life savings and lead to bankruptcy.

Although the idea of providing people with access to quality, affordable health care has been around since the early 1900s, it was the Democratic-led 111th Congress that made the historic statement that healthcare is in fact a right, not a privilege.

We affirmed to millions of Americans that we are aware of their struggles and that we are willing to fight for them and do what is morally and fundamentally right.

During the November 2008 election, Americans overwhelmingly voted for change.  

They demanded a government willing to stand up to big business, and that is transparent in its actions.

But above all else, people demanded a government that is willing to be responsive to their needs—and we affirmed their trust in us by passing this legislation.

Is the legislation perfect?  No!

I still favor a single payer system and I was a strong supporter of the public option.

That being said, H.R. 3590 is 100 percent better than what was previously available in this nation.  

Prior to the enactment of this legislation:

· Over 47 million Americans were uninsured.  In 2008, 23 million uninsured were employed adults and 7.3 million were children;

· Nearly 41 thousand people died each year because they lacked access to quality, affordable healthcare insurance; and 

· Every minute, 8 people were denied coverage, charged a higher rate, or otherwise discriminated against because of a pre-existing condition.
If Congress had not successfully passed this legislation:

· Employers would be unable to afford rising health care costs, and an additional 3.5 million people would be unemployed and without benefits in the next 4 years. 

· Small businesses would lose $52.1 billion in profits to high health care costs over the next ten years; and

· By 2019, national health care expenditures would reach $4.5 trillion—more than double 2007 spending. 

The American people have waited for over 100 years for this legislation and this is what they will get immediately:

· We  provide tax credits to small businesses to make employee coverage more affordable; 
· $250 will be provided to Medicare beneficiaries who hit the “donut hole” in 2010;
· Within 90 days, Americans who are uninsured because of a pre‐existing condition will be able to obtain insurance through a temporary high‐risk pool;

· Within 6 months, insurance companies will be prohibited from denying coverage to children with pre‐existing conditions;

· Health plans will be required to allow young people up to their 26th birthday to remain on their parents’ insurance policy;

· Health plans will be prohibited from dropping people from coverage when they get sick;

· Health plans will be prohibited from placing lifetime caps on coverage; and

· Beginning January 2011, preventive services under Medicare will be free.
To put it simply, Congress met its moral obligation in passing healthcare reform.

With our historic vote, we told future generations that no American will suffer and die because of a lack of insurance.

We told insurance companies that, while they are a valuable part of our nation, they will be held accountable for delivering on their promises. 

We told our elderly that our commitment to them remains strong, and that the programs they have come to trust will continue to be deserving of that trust.

The reform we passed will help millions of Americans. 

In addition to providing access to health care coverage, H.R. 3590 goes far in addressing health care disparities in our nation’s minority communities.

Specifically, it includes language that I introduced with Representative Jesse Jackson, Jr., (D-Ill.) H.R. 2778, the Health Equity and Accountability Through Research Act.  
This legislation sought to elevate the National Center on Minority Health and Health Disparities (NCMHD) to the level of Institute, giving it the authority to better address the appalling health disparities that are plaguing our nation’s minority communities. 
NCMHD was created to promote minority health and to lead, coordinate, and assess the efforts of the National Institutes of Health (NIH) in reducing and to ultimately eliminate health disparities. 

Unfortunately, the previous structure of NCMHD created confusion regarding who has the responsibility for the coordinated minority health disparities research conducted or supported by NIH. 

Additionally, NCMHD lacked real input into and authority over all NIH-supported health disparities activities and funds.

 

H.R. 3590 addressed these concerns by elevating the Center to the level of Institute, and clarifies the role of the Director as coordinator and manager of the NIH-wide minority health and health disparities portfolio. 

The bill also provides the new Institute with professional judgment over NIH-wide minority health and health disparities budgets as well as management over NIH-wide minority health and health disparities allocations.

However, this is not the only improvement that minority and underserved communities will see.

This comprehensive healthcare package also includes $11 billion for community health centers, which offer comprehensive primary care and mental health services to underserved populations. These health centers are a critical stopgap, allowing better care for chronic conditions, while preventing unnecessary trips to the emergency room. 

Last but certainly not least, H.R. 3590 honors the life of Deamonte Driver—a 12 year old boy from Maryland whose life was cut drastically short three years ago when an untreated tooth infection spread to his brain.

Deamonte’s tragic death haunts me to this day. Eighty dollars worth of dental care might have saved his life, but he never got that care because he lacked access to a dentist.

The health care bill that we passed will prevent others from dying in such a tragic fashion.  Under the new law:

· Pediatric dentistry is covered as an essential health benefit;

· Funds will be provided to launch a dental campaign to new parents and traditionally underserved areas;
· Workforce Training Grants will be available to provide technical assistance to pediatric training programs in developing and implementing instruction regarding the oral health status, dental care needs, and risk-based clinical disease management of all pediatric populations with an emphasis on underserved children; and 
· H.R. 3590 also includes a loan repayment program with preference given to qualified applicants who have a record of training individuals who are from a rural or disadvantaged background.
However, minorities and underserved communities will not be the only populations that will benefit from our actions.  Millions will be touched by healthcare reform in their daily lives in marked, measurable ways.

· 31 million Americans will have the opportunity to protect themselves from the fear that a small injury could lead to bankruptcy; and

· 147,000 families and 14,000 small businesses in my District will receive tax credits to help cover their employees with health insurance; and 56,000 young people in my District will be able to get insurance, at fair prices, through policies currently owned by their parents.

To quote the great poet Virgil, “The greatest wealth is health.” 

By passing and signing this legislation, Congress and President Obama have provided the citizens of this nation with immeasurable wealth, comfort and security. 

We have firmly put the power back into the hands of the people, and this is an experience that I will cherish long after I leave Congress.  
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