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WASHINGTON — Death,
taxes and now health insur-
ance? Having a medical
plan or else paying a fine is
about to become another
certainty of American life,
unless the Supreme Court
says no.

People are split over the
wisdom of President Ba-
rack Obama’s health care
overhaul,buttheyarenear-
ly united against its re-
quirement that everybody
have insurance. The man-
date is intensely unpopular
even though more than 8 in
10 people in the United
States already are covered
by workplace plans or gov-
ernment programs such as
Medicare. When the insur-
ance obligation kicks in,
not even two years from
now, most people won’t
need to worry or buy any-
thing new.

Nonetheless, Ameri-
cans don’t like being told
how to spend their money,
not even if it would help
solve the problem of the na-
tion’s more than 50 million
uninsured.

Can the government
really tell us what to buy?

Federal judges have
come down on both sides of
the question, leaving it to
the Supreme Court to sort
out. The justices are allot-
ting an unusually long peri-
od, six hours over three
days, beginning March 26,
to hear arguments chal-
lenging the law’s constitu-
tionality.

Their ruling, expected
in June, is shaping up as a

historic moment in the cen-
tury-long quest by reform-
ers to provide affordable
health care for all.

Many critics and sup-
porters alike see the insur-
ance requirement as the
linchpin of Obama’s health
care law: Take away the
mandate and the wheels
fall off.

Politically it was a wob-
bly construction from the
start. It seems half of
Washington has flip-
flopped over mandating in-
surance.

One critic dismissed the
idea this way: “If things
were that easy, I could
mandate everybody to buy
a house and that would
solve the problem of home-
lessness.” That was Obama
as a presidential candidate,
who was against health in-
surance mandates before
he was for them.

Once elected, Obama
decided a mandate could
work as part of a plan that
helps keep premiums down
and assists those who can’t
afford them.

To hear Republicans rail
against this attack on per-
sonal freedom, you’d never
know the idea came from
them.

Its model was a Massa-
chusetts law signed in 2006
by Mitt Romney, now the
front-runner of the Repub-
lican presidential race,
when he was governor. An-
other GOP hopeful, former
House Speaker Newt Ging-
rich, supported a mandate
on individuals as an alter-
native to President Bill
Clinton’s health care pro-
posal, which put the burden
on employers.

All four GOP presiden-
tial candidates now prom-
ise to repeal the Affordable
Care Act, which they call
“Obamacare.” Former
Pennsylvania Sen. Rick
Santorum calls it “the
death knell for freedom.”

So much for compro-
mise.

Obama and congres-
sional Democrats pushed
the mandate through in
2010, without Republican
support, in hopes of creat-
ing a fair system that en-
sures everyone, rich or
poor, young or old, can get
the health care they need.
Other economically ad-
vanced countries have
done it.

Doing nothing is more
expensive than most peo-
ple realize.

Congress found that
when the uninsured go to
clinics and emergency

rooms, the care they can’t
pay for costs nearly $75 bil-
lion a year. Much of that
cost is passed along and
ends up adding $1,000 a
year to the average fam-
ily’s insurance premium.

The overhaul is neither
the liberal dream of a sin-
gle government program
supported by taxes and
covering everyone nor the
conservative vision of
stripping away federal
rules and putting free en-
terprise in charge.

The Obama plan relies
on private companies plus
lots of regulation to make
sure they provide basic
benefits, keep premiums
reasonable, and cover the
sick as well as the healthy.
That’s where the mandate
comes in. If insurers must
cover everyone, even those
with existing medical con-
ditions, healthy people
have little incentive to sign
up before they get sick.

Insurance companies
argue that if only the sick
sign up, insurers will go
broke. So the law says ev-
erybody must have insur-
ance for themselves and
their children, or pay a pen-
alty.

Also, because everyone
needs health care some-
time, if everyone pur-
chases insurance, the price
per person can be lower,
with the cost of care spread
out over many people.

After all, the govern-
ment requires workers to
pay Social Security and
Medicare taxes, whether
they want the benefits or
not.

One argument for the
insurance mandate is that

the fines are just federal
taxes by another name. An-
other is that it falls under
the government’s constitu-
tional power to regulate
commerce that crosses
state borders.

State governments, of
course, tell people to buy
lots of things, including au-
to insurance or motorcycle
helmets.

“You can always move
to another state,” said Tom
O’Connor, a consultant in
Fairfax, Va., who thinks the
health care law overreach-
es. “It’s a little more diffi-
cult to move to another
country.”

Many agree.
In an Associated Press-

GfK poll, 85 percent said
the U.S. government
should not have the power
to require people to buy
health insurance. When the
question is worded without
the specific reference to
federal power, acceptance
of the mandate grows a bit,
but 6 in 10 are still against
it.

Even among those who
generally support the
health care overhaul, one-
third said they are against
the insurance mandate.

There’s also a signifi-
cant minority who sees
mandates as a cop-out and
prefer a government pro-
gram that covers every-
one, Medicare for all.

It’s clear that many peo-
ple do not understand what
the law would do or how it
would affect them.

Jan Gonzales, an out-of-
work bookkeeper in Pablo,
Mont., calls fining people
for going without insur-
ance “the most ridiculous,
asinine thing you ever
heard of.”

“If I can’t put food on the
table for my children, how
can I pay for health care
coverage?” asks Gonzales,
who’s been without insur-
ance for seven years.
“What moron came up with
that idea?”

Of course, she might
qualify for the law’s ex-
emptions for those too poor
to pay and for assistance
for low-income people, as
well as many in the middle
class.

There also are some re-
ligious exemptions.

Estimates vary widely
of how many uninsured
people will get insurance
once it’s required in Janu-
ary 2014.

About 4 million people
would pay a penalty to the
Internal Revenue Service
for being uninsured in
2016, the Congressional
Budget Office estimates.

By 2016, the fine
reaches $695 per unin-
sured adult or 2.5 percent
of family income, up to
$12,500 per year. The IRS is
in charge of the penalties
but can’t prosecute viola-
tors or place liens against
them. Its only enforcement
option may be withholding
money from refunds.

That leaves insurance
companies, who stand to
gain lots of new customers,
worried that people instead
will shrug off the weak
mandate.

Meanwhile, the state-
federal Medicaid program
will expand to cover more
low-income people, and
that’s another issue before
the Supreme Court, be-
cause many states say they
cannot afford the extra
cost.

Insurance mandate nears court test
Provision of Obama’s health care overhaul angers those it doesn’t affect

By Connie Cass
Associated Press

President Barack Obama
was greeted by cheers as
he arrived for the signing
ceremony of his health care
bill in 2010. But the
insurance mandate it
contains is unpopular with
many. AP

Those kinds of numbers
are scary. If there ever was
a reliable blueprint for
beating this UK team, it has
been run through a shred-
der.

Iowa State had a solid
game plan. You might look
at the score and think Iowa
State played poorly. It did
not. It did the things, for the
most part, it wanted to do.

It forced UK to take
jump shots. UK made the
jump shots.

It spread the court of-
fensively and looked for
isolation inside and decent
looks from 3-point range,
and in spurts it did those
things.

But Iowa State, a good 3-
point shooting team com-
ing in, made just 3 of 22
threes. And as coach Fred
Hoiberg said, you can’t
beat Kentucky doing that.
And maybe you can’t beat
them if you make half of
those 22.

“Cal after the game told
me that’s the best game
they played all year, they
can’t play any better than
they did,” Hoiberg said.

“They hit tough shots, hit
shots at the end of the shot
clock. We counterpunched,
and in the second half we
came out with great effort,
our movement was out-
standing and we got it all
the way back to an even
score.”

The score, in fact, was
42-42 with 16:28 left. Over
the next six minutes, UK
would outscore Iowa State
18-2.

Darius Miller, the
team’s only Kentuckian to
see significant minutes and
its only senior playing reg-
ularly, came off the bench
to give the team an infusion
of energy. He made big
shots at the end of the shot
clock. He pulled down re-
bounds. He locked down
defensively. But more than
that, he seemed to take the
emotional lead for a team
that is usually businesslike
on the court.

“It’s the same way for all
of us,” said Miller, who fin-
ished with 19 points on 7 of
11 shooting. “We all came
out with a lot of intensity.
This is the last time this
team is going to be togeth-
er, so we’re not quite ready
for the end yet.”

In the end, Iowa State
could not stop UK. Its of-
fense is too efficient. In 67
possessions Saturday it
scored 87 points. Not many
teams are going to be able
to match that.

But in the South Region-
al semifinal on Friday, it
will face one team that has.
The Wildcats will meet In-
diana University — the
only team to beat them in
the regular season, in the
Georgia Dome in Atlanta.

The North Carolina-
Duke rivalry can move
over. This week, Indiana-
Kentucky takes center
stage in college basketball.
Both teams are better than
they were when Indiana
beat UK on a buzzer-beat-
ing three in December.

But as Saturday night’s
performance showed, it is
the Big Blue Machine that
seems to be revving louder
than anyone on the road to
the Final Four.

Reach Eric Crawford at (502)
582-4372 or ecrawford@couri-
er-journal.com. Comment on
this column or read his blog
and past columns at
www.courier-journal.com/
crawford.

Kentucky’s
Marquis Teague
drives to the
basket past
Iowa State’s
Scott
Christopherson.
Teague scored a
season-high 24
points, made 10
of 14 shots from
the field and
dished out
seven assists.
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CATS: UK is firing on all cylinders
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