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President Obama had a splendid idea this week. He challenged governors who oppose his 

health care reforms, most of whom are Republicans, to come up with a better alternative. 

He has agreed to move up the date at which states can offer their own solutions and thus opt 

out of requirements that they oppose, like the mandate that everyone buy health insurance 

and that most employers provide it.  

Let as many states as possible test innovative approaches to determine which works best.  

The president told the nation’s governors on Monday that he supported a bipartisan bill — 

sponsored by Senators Ron Wyden, Democrat of Oregon, Scott Brown, Republican of 

Massachusetts, and Mary Landrieu, Democrat of Louisiana — that would allow states to 

fashion solutions right from the start of full-scale reform in 2014, rather than waiting until 

2017, as the law requires.  

The catch is that a state’s plan must cover as many people as the federal law does, provide 

insurance that is as comprehensive and affordable, and not increase the deficit. That won’t 

be easy for the governors to accomplish, and House Republicans seem unlikely to pass the 

bill to let them try. They would much rather repeal the reform law — or have it declared 

unconstitutional by the Supreme Court — than join Mr. Obama in improving it.  

The decision to set the date at 2017 was based on a desire to get the reform elements up and 

coverage greatly expanded before allowing states to start changing the law. There also were 

concerns that the early start would be more costly. That’s because the states would be given 

money for alternatives equal to the cost of insuring their citizens under health care reform. 

Without three years of experience to get firm figures, those block grants would probably be 

set too high.  

Neither rationale still seems compelling. It would be wasteful to require states to set up 

exchanges and other elements of the reform only to abandon them for an alternative system 

three years later. The pending bill would wisely allow states to submit proposals in the near 

future and, if approved, put them into effect in 2014.  

Alternative approaches might include replacing the mandate to buy insurance with a system 

to automatically enroll people in health plans, reformulating tax credits for small businesses 



and low-income individuals to encourage near-universal coverage, adopting such liberal 

approaches as a single-payer plan or a public option, and even moving all or part of the 

enrollees in Medicaid into new health insurance exchanges. These would all have to be done 

without driving up the federal deficit or reducing benefits, affordability and coverage.  

Reaction among Republican governors has been mixed. The vast majority are focused on 

their immediate need to reduce Medicaid spending to help close their budget gaps, not on 

fashioning alternatives for 2014. For the near-term budget problems, the administration is 

already advising states on ways to reduce Medicaid costs and the president asked the 

governor to form a bipartisan group to work on further cost-reduction.  

The president’s new olive branch is not apt to change the legal arguments over whether the 

mandate in the reform law is constitutional. But it can’t hurt to bring forcefully to everyone’s 

attention that there are alternatives to the mandate if states want to pursue them. 

Republicans ought to rise to the challenge.  

 


