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Kitzhaber wants White House health role, but...
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John Kitzhaber

After former Sen. Tom Daschle's nomination to be President Obama's health czar
blew up, former Oregon Gov. John Kitzhaber's name emerged in the media as a
possible health and human services secretary.

I never thought much of Kitzhaber's chances since
all the insiders I talked with in D.C. were saying
he simply did not have the ties in Congress that
the Obama team wanted. And Kitzhaber himself
said that while he received a call from the
administration about applying for the HHS job, he
made it clear he wasn't interested in heading the
huge government bureaucracy.

However, I talked with Kitzhaber this week and he
is continuing to express interest in what would have been Daschle's second job in
the administration: head of a White House health policy office.

As always, Kitzhaber has a densely reasoned explanation of how the
administration needs to take a fundamentally different policy approach to health
care - and he also acknowledged that this may not be what president is looking
for as he navigates the treacherous politics of Washington, D.C.

Kitzhaber explained the situation this way:

"One of the problems with Washington D.C. is that everything is filtered through a
political calculus inside the beltway, like, Who is this going to offend? Where are
the votes? And that constrains your ability to sort of think about what a new
system ought to look like.

"Basically the filter is how you maintain the current system, and I think if they're
going to affect meaningful reform of the health care system they have to not let
themselves be constrained by D.C. politics. You're going to have to deal with
them eventually.

"I think one of the reasons Daschle had both positions is they felt he knew how
to pass something through the United States Congress, but it's essential you
pass the right thing through the United States Congress."

There's no question that Kitzhaber, the architect of the Oregon Health Plan, has
some pretty far-reaching ideas. He lays out his principles on his Archimedes
Movement web site, and they contain the basic principles that first made the
Oregon Health Plan controversial: control costs by limiting access to less
effective treatment, not by leaving people outside the health care system.

Kitzhaber talks about the need to fundamentally change the Medicare, which he
says is "going to break the bank" as the baby boomers begin to age into the
senior health-care system.

Of course, Medicare is tremendously popular and everyone in Congress and in
the White House knows that they fiddle with the system at their own political
peril.

Kitzhaber says that coming from outside D.C. is a plus from a policy standpoint.
But he concedes that may not be as valuable "from a political standpoint and the
people who vet these appointments."
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