
Nebraska delegation hits the road, talks health care

                             

   

STRATEGIC AIR AND SPACE MUSEUM - Surrounded by military aircraft, Nebraska's
five-member congressional delegation confronted health care reform Thursday in a rare joint
appearance back home.

The four Republicans hoisted warning signs while Democratic Sen. Ben Nelson waved a
caution flag.

The delegation brought its traditional Nebraska Breakfast act from Washington to a morning
gathering of 720 business constituents along Interstate 80 between Omaha and Lincoln.

Other topics like cap and trade legislation designed to reduce carbon emissions and a
hot-button union organizing bill took a back seat to the raging health care debate.

"We need to make sure that we don't have to create winners and losers," Nelson told the crowd
at the event spearheaded by the greater Omaha and Lincoln chambers of commerce.

"Everyone gains from a reduction in (health care) costs," Nelson said.

Sen. Mike Johanns warned that Obama administration proposals to reduce Medicare spending
and expand Medicaid coverage could doom community hospitals and sharply increase budget
demands on state government.

Answering a question from the audience, Johanns expanded his warning.
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"This is not just about health care," he said, pointing to government ownership of General
Motors stock, expansion of the troubled asset relief program, or TARP, and the $787 billion
economic stimulus package.

"The wheels are coming off" the administration's health care reform plan, Johanns said.

Rep. Jeff Fortenberry said Congress should seize what he described as "an extraordinary
opportunity to strengthen health care (and) fill in the gaps."

Fortenberry has argued for a tighter focus on wellness and preventive care with an eye on
nutrition, diet and exercise.

Rep. Lee Terry rejected President Barack Obama's claim that a public option insurance option
would keep private insurance companies honest in providing adequate coverage and
reasonable rates.

"There is nothing honest about the government competing in health care," he said.

Rep. Adrian Smith widened the argument to reject any use of "the heavy hand of government to
intentionally skew the marketplace."

"I hope you can be prosperous and the government will not stand in your way," Smith told the
business audience.

Nelson said the health care debate has been thrown off course by "certain myths and more
fiction than fact."

People sometimes are being deceived by "spin," he said, "depending on what network you
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watch."

"Accurate delivery of the message will be critically important in the days ahead," Nelson said.

All four Republicans oppose Democratic health care reform plans.

Nelson could emerge as a critical centrist Democratic vote, but he is cautious about current
legislation, cool to a public option and still hopes for a bipartisan compromise.

Reach Don Walton at 473-7248 or dwalton@journalstar.com .
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