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commentary

from other pens...

U.S. seeking countries
for millennimum aid

It seemed likemannafromheaventotheworld’ spoorest nations, this
promisetheUnited Stateswoul d giveextramoney to countriesthat clean
up their economic and political acts.

Several countries began to shed dysfunction so they could qualify.
ThePhilippinesactively courted consideration, stressingitsroleinthe
anti-terror war. The prime minister of Sri Lanka said he was sure his
country would makethe cut.

Getting the Millennium ChallengeA ccount off theground will bea
struggle. President Bush isasking Congress to create an independent
entity torunit, rather than routing it through existing channels.

Andtheadministration has set criteriathat could givean edgetothe
best performers, rather than the neediest, among the world’s 79 poor-
est nations. That means only 10 to 20 countries stand to benefit, and
only if Congressallocatesthe $1.5 hillion Bush isseeking in 2004.

“They haveraised expectationsenormously,” said Brookings I nsti-
tute scholar Susan Rice, an undersecretary of state during the Clinton
administration. “ Thereisaseriously significant possibility Congress
won't fund it fully, and also Congress could balk at the eligibility re-
guirements and send them back to square one.”

Plus, Rice said, countries that have enjoyed substantial U.S. assis-
tancein the past might find themselves|eft out if overall aid money is
cut and they don’'t receive ashare of the new funding.

In March, Bush proposed increasing the amount of core foreign aid
by $5billionover thecurrentamount duringthenext threeyears. Hesaid
the assistance would go to those countries that are fighting corruption,
heeding therule of law, and trying hard to build up their economies.

The extra $5 hillion isfar less than devel oping nations need, but it
could spur countries that don’t receive it to improve at amuch faster
rate, said Mark Malloch Brown, administrator of the U.N. Develop-
ment Program.

In crafting criteriafor eigibility, the Bush administration settled on
factors such asinflation, overall government efficiency, the amounts
spent on health and education, how much it cost to start a new busi-
ness, immuni zationrates, tradepolicy and safeguardsoncivil liberties.

Top consideration would be given to the fight against corruption. A
stellar performancein other categories would not matter if acountry
fell downinthat area, administration officials said.

Thenonpartisan Center for Global Devel opment, whichresearchesthe
impact of wealthy nations’ policieson poorer ones, appliedcriteriasimilar
tothe Bush administration’ sto economic datafrom 2000, and estimated
about 20 countries might meet Millennium Challenge standards.

Of those 20, ninearein sub-SaharanAfrica, seveninAsiaandfour in
LatinAmerica. The20includeSri Lanka— whoseprimeminister, Ranil
Wickremesinghe, emerged from a July meeting with Bush declaring,
“Sri Lankahasall the criterianecessary to succeed.”

The Philippines, which expressed high hopes of qualifying in Sep-
tember, is a question mark. Its eligibility hinges on where the Bush
administration setstheincomelevel, said Steve Radel et, an economic
growth expert at the center.

“They will ailmost certainly score better on these indicators, thereby
they canreplacesomeof thelesser performers,” Radelet said. “ Themore
likely youallow countrieslikethePhilippinesor Thailand, themorelikely
they are going to bump out countrieslike M ozambique or Tanzania.”

Mozambiqueand Tanzaniaareonthecenter’slist. SoisIndia, but not
Pakistan, which hasbeen instrumental in the fight against terrorism.

Leaving anti-terror cooperation out of the equation is the best ap-
proach, Brownsaid, becausetheUnited States” gotintoterribletrouble”
inthe past |etting geopolitical concernsget intheway.

“I’mafraidthey’ reback therewith somekind of funky formulawith
al kinds of coefficients,” Rice said. “ Sometimes, it's better to get out
and acknowledge thereis some element of subjectivity.”

EDITOR SNOTE — Sonya Rossisthe AP World Serviceseditor in
Washington.
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| am not sayingweshouldtakecigarettesoff the
market, so hold theangry e-mail.

But | amraising the question.

Therewasyet another sledgehammer judgment
against cigarette manufacturerslast month. A Los
Angeles jury found that cigarettes caused the
plaintiff’s terminal cancer and awarded $28 hil-
lionin compensatory damages.

This comes on the heels of dozens of similar
suits. Juries around the country have been reach-
ingthesameconclusion: Whenused simply asthe
manufacturersintend, cigarettesareaddictiveand
lethal, killing approximately 400,000 people a
year.

No other legal product, including alcohol, can
besimilarly described. Alcohol must beabusedto
beletha, whether fromliver or heart diseaseafter
many years of excessive drinking, or from driv-
ing acar whiledrunk.

Theharm caused by cigarettesisconsidered so
clear-cut — “ smoking causes serious diseases,”
statesR.J. Reynolds ownWeb site— that the at-
torneysgenera inamost every state sued theto-
baccoindustry two yearsago. They wanted tore-
cover their states Medicaid costs of caring for
uninsured smokers suffering from cigarette-re-
lated illnesses.

The cigarette-makers, in response to the suits,
struck anagreement to pay $243billionto46 states
over thenext 25years. Of course, theonly way for
tobacco companies to pay the Medicaid billsfor
the people already harmed by cigarettesisto sell
more cigarettes, thereby guaranteeing a steady
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flow of new Medicaid patientsin perpetuity.

“Thisistheirony of thewholething,” says San
Francisco attorney Madelyn Chaber, who four
years ago filed, and won, thefirst suit against the
tobaccoindustry in California.

Most product liability cases do not follow this
pattern. Generally, when aproduct isfound to be
harmful ,indeed deadly, thegoal istoremoveitfrom
the market so it cannot cause more harm.

Consider, for example, the Firestone case two
yearsago. TheNationa Highway Safety and Traf -
fic Board began investigating 46 deaths from ac-
cidentsthat appearedtobetheresult of treadssepa-
rating on Firestonetires. Firestone ended up pay-
ing out millionsin lawsuits.

Moreimportant, it took the 6.5 million tires off
themarket. If Firestonefollowed thetobacco com-
panies' lead, it would have continued not only to
sell the tires, but to vigorously advertise them
(alongwithafine-print government warning), and
then createafund for the deathsthey woul d cause.

Thereason cigarettesstay onthe market, theto-
bacco companies argue, is consumer demand.
People want cigarettes and they are only hurting
themselves, theargument goes, especialy inCali-
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forniawheresecond-hand smokehasbeenvirtually
eliminated by aban on smoking in public places.

Heavens knows we don’t need the government
to be any more paternalistic. But by the tobacco
industry’slogic, we dmakelegal heroin, crack and
al other individually harmful drugs.

Cigarettes continue to be sold because tobacco
companies have enough money to be powerful in-
fluencesonour legidators. They continuetobesold
becausethetobacco companieshaveenoughmoney
to counter thedeath-and-di seasestati sticswith cool,
glamorous, fun images that attract peoplein their
teensand 20s. Thentheaddictiveingredientsinthe
product do the rest, creating a new generation of
customers who will provide the much-repeated,
aforementioned “ consumer demand.”

A ban on cigaretteswould lead to black markets
and smuggling and criminalization of peoplewhose
only crimewasto get addictedtoaonce-legal prod-
uct.

But | wonder how longwe' d haveto contendwith
these negative consequences before smoking be-
cametoo much trouble and too expensive and thus
faded into history. 20 years? 25?

Wherewill WE bein 25 yearsif we continue as
wehave?TheMedicaidrollswill still befilledwith
smoking-damaged patients— and in 25 yearsthe
tobacco-settlement money will be gone.

Which future makes more sense?

Just raising the question.

Joan Ryanisa columnist for the San Francisco
Chronicle. Send comments to her e-mail at
joanryan@sfgate.com.

Gore should hesitate to go left on health

As he considers what kind of “single payer”
national health system to advocate, former Vice
President Al Gore ought to look at Medicare's
impending doctor crisisand bewarned.

Physicians are considering abandoning Medi-
carepatientsindrovesbecausethefederal govern-
mentisabout tocut their reimbursement rateagain
and Congress seems unwilling to do anything
about it.

It sawarning of what could happenif theentire
U.S. health system is government-dominated —
and, ultimately, politicized.

Gore told a New York audience last week, “I
think we' vereached apoint wheretheentirehealth
care systemisin impending crisis. | have reluc-
tantly cometo the conclusion that we should be-
gin drafting asingle-payer national health insur-
anceplan.”

Gore'suse of theterm “single payer” seemsto
signal that on yet another issue — like Iraqg, cor-
porate corruption and, lately, terrorism — the
Democrats' 2000 presidential nomineeintendsto
run in 2004 by going to the left of the rest of the
field and of hisown prior record.

After the 1991 Persian Gulf War, Gorefavored
toppling Saddam Hussein. Now hedoesnot favor
it, at least until after thewar on terrorismiswon.

Yet, even though he considers terrorism
America s top security threat, he told National
Public Radio thisweek that the Bush administra-
tionisendangeringbasic U.S. libertiestofight it.

And he's served notice that he’'s going to press
forwardwiththepopulist themeof his2000 Demo-
cratic National Convention speech, in which he
depicted Americanpoliticsinclass-warfareterms
— “the people against the powerful.”

Goreisright to say that the current health sys-
tem is approaching crisis, with the ranks of the
uninsured surpassing41 million, costsrisingat 15
percent ayear and higher, andworkersincreasingly
forced to pay more of their insurance premiums
themselves.

Former aideswho havetalked to Gore say that
he has not settled on any specific “single payer”
national healthformulaand that hewantsonethat
will achieve consensus among doctors and other
providers, employersand consumers.

That suggeststotheseai desthat hedoesnot have
in mind asystem like Canada'sor theU.S. Medi-
care system for seniors. In both, government de-
cideswhat servicesand procedureswill becovered
and at what cost. Privateinsurersarebasically cut
out.

It would be good if Gore avoids the Canada-
Medicaremodel, butit would beadi sappointment
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tomost advocatesof single-payer plans,whoclaim
that government programsaremoreefficient than
the current private-insurance system that covers
most Americans.

But their view isdisputed by critics, who point
out that neither Canada’ shealth systemnor Medi-
care — but almost all private insurers — cover
prescription drugs, the basis of much of modern
medicine.

Critical researchers also assert that Canada’'s
system has produced long waits for elective sur-
gery, biopsies, visits to specialists and magnetic
resonanceimaging— andincreasingtravel tothe
United Statesfor care.

IntheMay-June2002issueof thejourna Health
Affairs, researchersreported that in surveys con-
ductedin 1988 and 1990, 56 percent of Canadians
thought their health system needed “only minor
changes.”

Butin2001, 59 percent saidthat it needed “ fun-
damental changes’ — asomewhat higher percent-
age than in the United States, where 51 percent
called for basic change.

Thecurrent U.S. crisisin Medicarearisesfrom
a government underestimate of participation on
HM O programs and ahuge miscal cul ation of the
money needed to reimburse doctors.

As aresult, the government cut doctor reim-
bursements by 5.4 percent last year. Another 4.4
percent cutisscheduledfor January. Over thenext
three years, doctors are due for atotal cut of 12
percent.

Asaresult of the cuts, doctorsareincreasingly
avoiding new Medicare patientsand some arere-
fusing to treat Medicare patientsat all.

Inasurvey by the CaliforniaMedical Associa-
tion, 58 percent of doctorssaidthat new cutswould
|ead them to not take new patientsand 20 percent
said they would drop Medicare patients.

The House last week passed abill allowing the
federal Centersfor Medicare and Medicaid Ser-
vices to cancel the new doctor cuts administra-
tively without fear of lawsuitsfrom other provid-
ers — including hospitals, HMOs and nursing
homes— that want reimbursement increases.

However, the Senate Finance Committeeisnot
likely to pass the measure because key senators
want other providers, especially rural health cen-

ters, to get payment increases.

Therearecomprehensivealternativestogovern-
ment-runmedicine, which Goreought to consider.

Oneisthe plan proposed in 2000 by his Demo-
craticrival, former Sen. Bill Bradley (N.J.), allow-
ing all Americansto buy into the Federal Employ-
ees Health Benefits Program.

Bradley’sproposal provided atax credittoenable
lower-income personsto participate in the FEHB
program and eliminated the state-managed Med-
icaid program— apoint over which Gore savaged
himin the 2000 campaign.

TheFEHB programisnotreally a“ singlepayer,”
however. It negotiateswith privateinsurancecom-
paniesto providefederal workerswith an array of
reduced-premium private plansto choose from.

Withvariations, thelate Sen. Paul Wellstone (D-
Minn.) advocated an FEHB plan and so do many
“New Democrats’ and some Republicans.

Someformer Goreaidesthink hemight comeup
with such a plan, too. That would be good. If he
insstedoncallingit” singlepayer,” though, itwould
be populist positioning.

Morton Kondracke is executive editor of Roll
Call, the newspaper of Capitol Hill.
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“HAPPY THANKSGIVING EVERYBODY
am————

NOW LETS GET STARTED ON O0UR
ToFu FeAST."
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