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U.S. health insurers stand
to gain from Obama reform
Noam N. Levey and Lisa Girion
Washington
LOS ANGELES TIMES

------------------------------------------

As President Barack Obama’s
push for a health care over-
haul moves toward its final
act, the oft-vilified health in-
surance industry is on the
verge of seeing a plan enacted
that largely protects its finan-
cial interests.

That achievement, should it
stand up in the final legisla-
tion, will be the capstone of a
sophisticated lobbying and
strategic campaign that be-
gan even before Obama was
elected president.

The specifics of the health
care bill are still being hashed
out on Capitol Hill, and key
details will evolve in the
days ahead. Even so, there is
broad agreement that the fi-
nal plan will require Ameri-
cans to buy health coverage
for the first time, with taxpay-
er subsidies for millions who
cannot afford it.

For the health insurance in-
dustry, that means millions of
new paying customers. What’s
more, there are likely to be no
limits on what insurers can
charge, while at the same time
the plan is expected to limit
competition from any new
central government insurance
plan that lawmakers create.

These anticipated wins —
from an initiative that has at
times been portrayed as
doomsday for health insurers
— is the result of a strategy de-
veloped by one of Washing-
ton’s savviest lobbyists, Karen
Ignagni. Under Ignagni’s lead-
ership, the industry group
America’s Health Insurance
Plans adopted the goal of uni-
versal coverage while setting
out to shape it in a way that
benefited insurers — a critical
move that aligned their inter-
ests with those of other
groups, including consumers
and hospitals.

Insurers poured campaign
donations into the coffers of

key sympathetic members in
the House and Senate, and
loaded up on lobbyists. And
when Obama and other Demo-
crats began attacking the in-
dustry, insurers made a stra-
tegic choice not to walk away
from the negotiating table.

‘‘While so many in this town
have been playing checkers,
Karen has been playing
chess,’’ said Mark Merritt, a
veteran lobbyist who heads
the Pharmaceutical Care
Management Association.

In broad terms, the health
care reform legislation is ex-
pected to require all Ameri-
cans to purchase health insur-
ance. Insurance companies, in

turn, will be barred from can-
celing policies of sick people
or denying coverage to those
with pre-existing conditions.

What is still not clear is
whether the legislation will
create some form of a ‘‘public
option,’’ or government insur-
ance program, which health
insurers steadfastly oppose.

In addition to fighting the
public option, insurers that of-
fer Medicare HMOs are bat-
tling more than $100 billion in
cuts in federal payments to
that program. And they are
trying to beat back a move by
Democrats to go after the in-
dustry’s decades-old exemp-
tion from antitrust law.

But in Washington, many
marvel that lawmakers have
not wrung more from an indus-
try that, surveys show, is held
in low regard by the public.

‘‘The industry is really in no
position to be making de-
mands,’’ said Celinda Lake, a
longtime Democratic pollster.

That is not by accident.
For much of the past three

years, industry leaders have
been laying the groundwork for
this battle. Amid horror stories
about insurers dumping sick
patients, denying coverage for
medical treatment and cherry-
picking customers, Ignagni and
a few insurance company exec-
utives pushed the idea within

America’s Health Insurance
Plans that the industry risked
political catastrophe if it did not
move proactively.

‘‘They knew they had to be
perceived as coming to the ta-
ble with solutions,’’ said Wen-
dell Potter, a Cigna Corp. pub-
lic relations executive who quit
last year. ‘‘It was a departure
from their previous point of

view. But they knew they would
be slaughtered if it weren’t.’’

The first public sign of the in-
dustry’s shifting stance came in
November of 2006 when the
trade group came out in favor
of universal coverage with its
‘‘road map for reform.’’

That built on the break-
through idea, propelled early on
by Blue Shield of California’s

Bruce Bodaken and Kaiser Per-
manente’s George Halvorson,
that universal coverage was key
to the future of the industry.

It was a 180-degree turn for
insurers, who were long con-
tent to compete against one
another to cover the healthiest
consumers and to avoid those
with pre-existing conditions
and high medical costs.

America’s Health Insurance
Plan followed up with more
overtures, endorsing new rules
that would prohibit insurers
from denying coverage.

It paid dividends, as insur-
ance executives were invited
to the table when senior Demo-
crats in Congress began devel-
oping health care legislation
earlier this year.

Senate bill includes ‘public option’
Washington AP

Health care legislation heading for the Senate floor would give millions
of Americans the option of purchasing government-run insurance
coverage, Majority Leader Harry Reid announced Monday.

Reid said individual states would have the choice of opting out
of the program. He stopped short of claiming the 60 votes needed
to pass a plan steeped in controversy.

His announcement was cheered by liberal lawmakers, greeted
less effusively by the White House and noted with a noncommittal
response by Democratic moderates whose votes will be pivotal.

Republicans have denounced the public option as a
‘‘government takeover’’ of health care. Sen. Olympia Snowe, the
only Republican to vote with Democrats on health care so far this
year, issued a statement saying she was ‘‘deeply disappointed’’ in
the approach the Democratic leader had chosen.
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The Czech Centre Tokyo was opened — as the first Czech Centre
in Asia — at the Embassy of the Czech Republic on Nisseki Dori in
Hiroo in 2006.

Czech Centres are subsidiary bodies of the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs of the Czech Republic, and their main aim is to actively
promote the Czech Republic and its rich culture, art, design, movie
art, trade and tourism abroad. The mission of the Czech Centre
Tokyo is to increase awareness of the Czech Republic in Japan,
and to initiate a forum for cooperation and exchange of ideas
between the two countries to actively promote the Czech Republic
in Japan.

Besides organizing cultural events and programs, the center
provides resources for obtaining relevant information about the
Czech Republic to students, scholars, business people, tourists
and the general public. Currently, there are 24 Czech Centres in
20 countries.

The Tokyo center houses the Czech Tourism Section, an
exhibition hall, and a library with books on Czech art, architecture,
photography, design and history, and since April this year the
newly established Investment and Trade Section. Currently, the
center is commemorating the 20th anniversary of the ‘‘Velvet
Revolution’’ (1989) with an exhibition of the selected works of
outstanding Czech photographer Oldrich Skacha focusing on the
life of Vaclav Havel, the former president of the Czech Republic
and a well-known democracy promoter. The center also organizes
Czech-language courses for Japanese.

The center is located on Nisseki Dori, Hiroo 2-16-14,
Shibuya-ku, Tokyo 150-0012; Tel: (03) 3400-8129,
www.czechcentres.cz/tokyo

The Czech Tourism Section can be contacted at
(03) 3797-7383 and the Investment and Trade Section at
(03) 3486-0329.

Step back in time: Old Town Square in Prague dates back to
the 10th century. CZECH TOURISM 2006

Czech Republic national day

Czech Republic — credible European partner
Jaromir Novotny
AMBASSADOR OF THE CZECH REPUBLIC

------------------------------------------

The Czech Republic cele-
brates today, Oct. 28, its Na-
tional Day. I would like, first
and foremost,
to avail myself
of this opportu-
nity, on behalf
of the presi-
dent, govern-
ment and peo-
ple of the Czech
Republic, to
convey my most sincere greet-
ings and wishes of good health
and prosperity to Their Impe-
rial Majesties Emperor Akihi-
to and Empress Michiko, and
to all members of the Imperial
family. It is a great honor to
extend my greetings to the
government of Japan, and to
address the Japanese people
and friends of the Czech Re-
public on this very auspicious
occasion. I would also like to
express my sincere apprecia-
tion to The Japan Times for
providing me with this oppor-
tunity to convey my cordial
greetings to its esteemed
readers.

Japan always plays a signifi-
cant role in the bilateral ties
with the Czech Republic and

can always consider the Czech
Republic a dependable partner.
Czech-Japanese relations are
marked with dynamism in po-
litical and cultural cooperation,
and it is therefore our wish that
they will further develop and be
enhanced with the aim of reach-
ing their full potential in eco-
nomic and scientific coopera-
tion as well.

This year we celebrate and
commemorate several anni-
versaries. Today we celebrate
the 91st anniversary of the foun-
ding of then Czechoslovakia in
October 1918, further we have
to commemorate the 20th anni-
versary of the ‘‘Velvet Revolu-
tion’’ that saw the collapse of
the communist regime. This
year we also celebrate the 16th
anniversary of the newly born
Czech Republic. The Czech Re-
public builds on all the positive
achievements of the former
Czechoslovakia on the interna-
tional stage. An important as-
pect in this respect was the
smooth and peaceful split — the
‘‘velvet divorce’’ — of the for-
mer federation.

In international relations,
the Czech Republic seeks to
represent itself as a democratic
nation, and as a politically, eco-
nomically and socially stable

state in Central Europe. It
seeks to promote not only its
particular interests but to as-
sume its share of responsibility
for the development of Europe
and the international communi-
ty as a whole. In the first sixth
months of this year, the Czech
Republic successfully executed
the duties of the presidency of
the European Union, including
the arrangement of the EU-Ja-
pan Summit in May in Prague.

In the international arena,
Japan and the Czech Republic
fully support a worldwide de-
termination to defy and eradi-
cate international terrorism,
and thus guarantee peace and
stability, democracy, justice
and human rights around the
world. Not surprisingly that is
why the challenges of today’s
world have brought our two
countries even closer to help
and cooperate side by side in
different areas.

Czech industrial production
has a long history, and many
products have become well
known and highly regarded in
Japan, and worldwide. One of
the republic’s traditional indus-
tries is glassmaking. Czech
beer is one of the best-known
beers in the world. The biggest
Czech brewers include Praz-

droj (Pilsner Urquell), Staro-
pramen, Budvar (original Bud-
weisser-Budvar), Radegast,
Bernard and many others.

Only four car manufacturers
in the world can boast more
than 100 years of tradition. One
of these is Skoda. It was
founded in 1895 and in 1905 pro-
duced its first car. In 1991, Sko-
da Auto became the fourth
brand of the VW group. It pres-
ently employs about 20,000 peo-
ple and produces around half a
million cars per year.

In 2004, the Czech Republic
saw its first direct investment
in Japan. Moravia IT, a suc-
cessful software localization
company with branches in
many countries around the
world, entered the Japanese
market with great help from
JETRO’s Business Support
Center program. Since then
other Czech high-tech compa-
nies have moved into Japan.
Science and technology seems
likely to be one of the most im-
portant and strategic aspects of
mutual cooperation in the fu-
ture.

This growing interest on both
sides is reflected in the new tra-
dition of Czech-Japan Science
and Technology Days — semi-
nars that were held in 2005 in

Tokyo, 2006 in Prague, 2007 in
Tokyo and 2008 in Prague. The
next Czech-Japan Science and
Technology Days will be held
again in Tokyo in 2010.

Economic relations between
the Czech Republic and Japan
have never been better in their
recent history. We can find
more than 240 Japanese manu-
facturing, trading a  n  d R & D  
companies successfully operat-
ing in the Czech Republic to-
day. New investment projects
worth billions of yen are on the
way. Japan is the second-larg-
est investor in the Czech Repub-
lic, mainly in the automobile
and electronics industries. The
flagship of these projects is the
TPCA (Toyota-Peugeot-Ci-
troen) joint-venture auto plant.
Besides Toyota Motor Corp.,
there are many other f a m o u s
high-tech Japanese companies
like Matsushita, Toray, Denso,
etc., in the Czech Republic.

I am very proud that the
Czech Republic can be consid-
ered a hub for Japanese indus-
trial high-tech investment pro-
jects in Central Europe. This
was confirmed by the N i p p o n
Keidanren mission led by
Chairman Fujio Mitarai to the
Czech Republic in June 2008.

Visiting the Czech Republic
will offer an unforgettable ex-
perience to all admirers of art.
Twelve treasures of Czech ar-
chitecture are on the UNESCO
list of World Heritage monu-
ments, including three medi-
eval city centers (Prague, Ces-
ky Krumlov, Telc) and a South
Bohemian village from the 13th
century (Holasovice), plus six
UNESCO biosphere reserva-
tions. Talking about Prague,
we should not forget all those
splendid art nouveau buildings,
making the capital and other
Czech cities really unique.

Czech classical music can be
heard frequently at Japan’s
most prestigious concert halls
and Czech musicians give hun-
dreds of concerts in Japan. The
Czech Philharmonic Orches-

tra, regarded as among the
world’s best symphony orches-
tras, will visit Japan in Novem-
ber on the occasion of the 50th
anniversary of its first concert
in Japan.

In addition to concerts held
at the embassy’s concert hall,
the embassy co-organizes
many other projects. Great em-
phasis is placed on supporting
talented young artists. The em-
bassy has been cooperating for
many years with the Interna-
tional Music Festival Young
Prague, and our support is con-
tinually given to the Czech Mu-
sic Interpretation Contest for
young pianists and opera sing-
ers.

It is not a coincidence that
young talented musicians,
many of them from Japan,
come to the Czech Republic to
study classical music under
Czech professors and musi-
cians.

Czech film art has gained
popularity with Japanese audi-
ences, too. Even before 2005,
when the first large-scale
Czech Film Festival took place
in Tokyo, movies by directors
Karel Zeman and Jan S v a n k -
majer, and animations by Jiri
Trnka and others, were im-
mensely popular with Japanese
audiences.

In Japan it is a well-known
fact that magnificent glass and
cut crystal glass is produced in
the Czech Republic. No wonder
then that the country with such
a rich tradition of glass produc-
tion was the first foreign coun-
try to dedicate a crystal sumo
cup on the occasion of the Osa-
ka World Expo in 1970. This his-
torical cup has been deposited
in the Hall of Fame of the Japan
Sumo Association and was re-
placed by a new cup made in
the Czech Republic in 2004.

As an expression of the great
appreciation of Japan’s leading
role in the field of high technolo-
gy and in memory of the fa-
mous Czech writer Karel Ca-
pek, who in 1920 conceived the

word ‘‘robot,’’ the Czech Repub-
lic in 2004 dedicated the Karel
Capek Robot Cup crystal tro-
phy to the winners of the Robo-
con contest organized by NHK.
These two cups will thus re-
main as symbols of the close
cultural ties between our two
countries.

The Czech Republic is de-
lighted with the interest that the
Japanese public shows toward
its culture, therefore it was de-
cided to establish a Czech Cen-
tre in Tokyo in October 2006.
This specialized government
institution (the only one in

Asia) is fully committed to the
task of promoting Czech cul-
ture in Japan, and I firmly be-
lieve that by promoting cultur-
al cooperation between the
Czech Republic and Japan it al-
so contributes to deepening
overall friendly relations be-
tween our nations.

My last words in this mes-
sage are for all the Czech resi-
dents in Japan, who contribute
so much with their work to the
knowledge and good image of
the Czech Republic. I thank you
all very sincerely and wish you
a very pleasant National Day.

Not covered: Kelly Arellanes of Little Rock, Ark., attends a news conference by Health Care for America Now in Washington,
D.C., on Thursday. In 2004, Arellanes had a horse-riding accident and was in a coma for three weeks, forcing her family to sell
almost everything they owned and eventually declare bankruptcy after her health insurance provider denied coverage. AFP-JIJI


