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,Professor Obama schools law-
makers on health-care reform*

Am Donnerstag, 25. Februar 2010, fand der
mit Spannung erwartete ,,Gipfel zu Gesund-
heitsreform* statt. Unter dem Vorsitz von
Préasident Obama diskutierten Senatoren
und Congressmen/-women der Demokraten
und Republikaner dartber, ob und wie ein
Kompromiss zwischen beiden Lagern gefun-
den werden kénne. Die Diskussion dauerte
sieben Stunden und wurde direkt im Fern-
sehen Ubertragen.

Prasident Obama und die Demokraten woll-
ten mit der Einladung zu dieser Diskussion
an die Republikaner verdeutlichen, dass sie
offen fur einen Kompromiss sind, dass sie
den Republikanern die Zusammenarbeit an-
bieten und dass sie alles versuchen, die Ge-
sundheitsreform zu retten.

Dass die Gesundheitsreform bisher vor al-
lem am Widerstand innerhalb der eigenen,
demokratischen Reihen gescheitert ist,
spielte dabei offenbar keine Rolle.

Die Republikaner uberlegten fur kurze Zeit,
ob sie diese Einladung Uberhaupt annehmen
sollten. Entschieden sich dann aber fur die
Teilnahme. lhr Ziel war es zu demonstrie-
ren, dass sie ein eigenes Reformkonzept
haben, dass sie nicht nur ,Nein* sagen und
die Reform ablehnen. Und dass es wohl-
Uberlegte Griunde fur Kritik an dem Reform-
konzept der Demokraten gibt.

Der Gipfel kam Uber den Austausch schon
bekannter Positionen nicht hinaus. Die De-
mokraten fuhrten an, warum eine umfas-
sende Reform des US-Gesundheitswesens
unumganglich sei (der Gesetzentwurf der
Demokraten umfasst 2.400 Seiten). Die Re-
publikaner listeten die Nachteile der ver-
schiedenen vorgeschlagenen Reformmalf3-

nahmen auf und pléadierten fur eine schritt-
weise Reform, bei welcher der Staatsein-
fluss mdglichst gering gehalten wird.

Angesichts der Art und Weise, in der Prasi-
dent Obama die Diskussion fuhrte, konnte
man sich des Eindrucks nicht erwehren,
dass die Demokratische Seite an einem
Kompromiss nur wenig interessiert war.
Préasident Obamas Stil wurde in den Medien
als ,,oberlehrerhaft“ und arrogant beschrie-
ben. Die Parlamentarier seien wie ,,Schulbu-
ben* abgekanzelt worden. (Siehe beil. Arti-
kel aus der Washington Post vom 26. Feb-
ruar.)

Wie erwartet, sollte mit Hilfe dieses Ge-
sundheitsgipfels dem jeweils anderen politi-
schen Lager die Verantwortung fur die Blo-
ckade bzw. das Scheitern zugeschoben wer-
den.

Prasident Obama und die Demokraten wer-
den die Ergebnislosigkeit des Gipfels als Be-
grundung dafir zu nutzen, die Gesundheits-
reform im Congress mit allen verfugbaren
Mitteln durchzusetzen. Bisher hatten die
Mehrheitsverhéltnisse im Senat (59:41) ei-
nen Beschluss, fur den mindestens 60 Stim-
men benotig werden, verhindert. Alles deu-
tet nun darauf hin, dass Préasident Obama
und die Fihrung der Demokraten im Senat
einen Geschéaftsordnungstrick (,,Reconciliati-
on*) anwenden werden, um den Gesetzent-
wurf im Senat durchzudricken. Bei der An-
wendung dieses Verfahrens genugte auch
im Senat eine Mehrheit von 51 Stimmen.

Sollten sich Prasident Obama und die De-
mokraten fur diesen Weg entscheiden, wird
das den Widerstand gegen den Gesetzent-
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wurf innerhalb der Bevdlkerung nur noch
mehr anheizen.

Die Entscheidung fur diesen Weg enthielte
auBerdem einen klaren Hinweis darauf, wel-
che Lehren Prasident Obama aus den jlngs-
ten Wahlniederlagen (im November: Gou-
verneur Virginia, Gouverneur New Jersey,
im Januar: Senator Massachusetts) gezogen
hat: sich nicht zur Mitte hin zu bewegen.
Nicht zu versuchen, die unabhangigen Wah-
ler wieder fir sich zu gewinnen.

Die Zwischenwahlen im November 2010
werden zeigen, ob Prasident Obama und die
Demokraten im Congress die richtigen Leh-
ren gezogen haben.
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Republicans had been hesitant to accept President Obama's invitation to
participate in Thursday's White House health-care summit. Their
hesitance turned out to be justified.

An equal number of Democratic and Republican lawmakers assembled
around a table at Blair House, and each had a chance to speak during the
seven-hour televised talkathon. But members of the opposition party may
not have fully understood that they were stepping into Prof. Obama's
classroom, and that they were to be treated like his undisciplined pupils.

Obama controlled the microphone and the clock, and he used both
skillfully to limit the Republicans' time, to rebut their arguments and to
always have the last word.

Among the first to have his knuckles rapped was Sen. John McCain (Ariz.).
The 2008 Republican presidential nominee accused his former rival of
"unsavory" dealmaking, of breaking his promise to put health-care
negotiations on C-SPAN, of supporting a 2,400-page bill, of giving favors
to lobbyists and special interests. He directed Obama to "go back to the
beginning" with health-care reform.

"Let me just make this point, John," the president said when the tirade
ended. "We're not campaigning anymore. The election's over." Teacher
directed student to drop the "talking points" and "focus on the issues of
how we actually get a bill done."

It's a safe bet that no minds were changed in that room Thursday, and it's
not entirely clear that Obama was even trying to forge a compromise.
Though advertised as a consensus-building opportunity, the summit
served more as a moment for the president to tell Republicans, with the
cameras rolling, why they're wrong and he's right.

The forum matched his lawyerly skills -- and, less flatteringly, his
tendency to act like the smartest guy in the room. Prof. Obama ventured
deep into the weeds of health-care policy to contest Republican claims,
and, for one day at least, he regained control of the fractious student
body that is the Congress.

The 40 lawmakers and administration officials, seated in squeaky chairs
around the square, were to speak only when called on. After each talked,
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Obama would determine whether the speaker's point was a "legitimate
argument.”

While each of them had to call him "Mr. President," Obama, often waving
an index finger, made sure to refer to each of them by their first name:
"Thank you, Lamar. . . . We're going to have Nancy and Harry. . . . John,
are you going to make the presentation yourself?"

If somebody went on too long, Obama cautioned the lawmaker to be
"more disciplined.”" When Rep. Dave Camp (R-Mich.) spoke about
Medicare cuts, Obama cut him off. "l don't mean to interrupt,” he said,
but "if every speaker, at least on one side, is going through every
provision and saying what they don't like, it's going to be hard for us to
see if we can arrive at some agreements."

After several such moments, Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell (R-
Ky.) spoke up. "Republicans have used 24 minutes; the Democrats, 52
minutes," he said.

Obama made McConnell look small in his chair. "You're right, there was
an imbalance on the opening statements," he said, "because I'm the
president."

The forum probably didn't alter the trajectory of health-care legislation, if
only because few Americans could possibly have paid attention.

In between the flare-ups, the summit was often the kind of event only a
member of the Party of NoDoz could enjoy. Republicans numbingly
repeated their demand that Obama "start over." Democrats responded
with their talking point that the parties are "not that far apart." Both sides
trotted out stories of afflicted Americans, including a woman who said
she couldn't afford dentures so she "wore her dead sister's teeth." And
the vice president's idle brain coined a new Bidenism when he said of his
fellow Americans: "I'm not sure what they think."

Yet there was something uplifting about Thursday's session. Sure, there
was more posturing than in a typical yoga class, but lawmakers
demonstrated themselves to be serious and knowledgeable leaders as
they treated the nation to a discussion about expanding high-risk
insurance pools, 60 percent actuarial values and the like. It couldn't hurt
Americans to see their leaders arguing substantive points without scripts
and attacks.

"Never have so many members of the House and Senate behaved so well
for so long before so many television cameras," Rep. Joe Barton (R-Tex.)
observed.

That's probably because their teacher carried a big rhetorical paddle.



After Sen. Lamar Alexander (R-Tenn.) accused Obama of trying to
increase health-care premiums, Obama dismissed the "usual critique" of
reform and told him that "this is an example of where we've got to get
our facts straight.”

When Sen. Jon Kyl (R-Ariz.) said the two parties disagree about the
question "Does Washington know best?" Obama shot back: "Anytime the
question is phrased as 'Does Washington know better?' | think we're kind
of tipping the scales. . . . It's a good talking point, but it doesn't actually
answer the underlying question."”

Spotting a huge stack of papers in front of House Minority Whip Eric
Cantor (R-Va.), Obama preempted him: "Let me guess: That's the 2,400-
page health-care bill." It was. "These are the kind of political things we do
that prevent us from actually having a conversation," the president said.

House Minority Leader John Boehner (R-Ohio), in his turn, tried all the

Republican buzzwords: "scrap this bill . . . bankrupt our country . . .
dangerous experiment . . . government takeover of health care . . . new
taxes . .. Medicare cuts . . . unconstitutional."

Obama shook his head. "John," he scolded, "every so often, we have a
pretty good conversation trying to get on some specifics, and then we go
back to, you know, the standard talking points."

It was the Blair House equivalent of being ordered to wear the dunce cap.





