As the health care pot simmers, it seems unlikely there will be enough soup to feed all of the hungry mouths standing at the door of the health care reform kitchen.  Attendant in this line are the federal government, big Pharma, hospitals, health care providers, health insurance companies and, lastly, patients.  The initial aroma emanating from the health care pot has a fleeting flare thanks to the addition of small amounts of enticing “herbs and spices”.  However this mixture has been stewing for so long, any flavorful contribution has been lost to time, frustration, and greed.  Even the best of chefs will have a difficult time convincing those in line that this soup is truly worth waiting for and tastes better than it smells.  It is, of course, the expertise of the chef that leaves the lingering taste of greatness on the tongues of those consuming the meal.  So who is the chef in charge of the health care reform kitchen?
As the list of ingredients in the health care pot grows, none of the current cooks in the health care reform kitchen seems to know what next to add and when to do so.  There are clearly “too many chefs in the kitchen”, none of whom seem to understand the functionality of the stove let alone how to properly combine the necessary ingredients.  For those of you who tend to avoid kitchen, your aversion to cooking will soon have you eating a less than palatable meal for an indefinite period of time at the hands of those who are not even going to eat the soup.  
Among the chefs seemingly in charge of formulating our health care soup is the health insurance companies.  Health insurance companies have enjoyed large profits in the past and as such are strongly opposed to a public health option which could potentially endanger their profit margin.  From January through March of this year, health insurance companies generously donated approximately $5.4 million dollars in campaign contributions to key politicians on committees in charge of reform, 60% of whom were Democrats.  Unlike some of the other players in this game, namely hospitals and pharmaceutical companies, insurance companies have not offered any financial contributions to add to the health care pot.  This seems ironic since the two largest health plans, UnitedHealth Group and Wellpoint, scored $8 billion dollars in profit last year alone.

In light of our increasing health insurance premiums, rising insurance deductibles, declining reimbursement rates, and ballooning claim denials, one has to ponder where all that money is going.  In my search for the answer, I discovered some eye opening information about the annual compensations received by the CEO’s of the major health insurance companies in this country.  According to American Medical News, “Almost every CEO of a publicly traded health insurance company made more than the median salary for a top executive in the S&P 500 in 2007”.  With the slowing economy, health plan executives have seen a slight decrease in compensation of approximately 12%, however their earnings are still quite impressive according to the corresponding table (see attached).  In addition to items listed in the CEO compensation table, many of these executives also receive “other compensation” in the form of personal use of corporate aircrafts and vehicles, in-office meals, emergency assistance services relating to medical exams, legal services, and relocation expenses.
In the face of increasing medical bankruptcies and rising insurance premiums, the financial and business practices of health insurance companies have raised many eyebrows, including those attached to the faces of key legislators.  Two Democrats in particular who are entrenched in health care reform legislation are among the many demanding an explanation.  Henry Waxman (D-Calif) and Bart Stupak (D-Mich) have drafted a letter to the various health insurance companies requesting detailed information about executive compensation plans and business practices.  They anxiously await a reply which is due by mid-September.  When asked what role health care companies have played in this country’s health care mayhem, Speaker of the House, Nancy Pelosi stated insurance companies are “…the villains in this.  They have been a part of the problem in a major way.”  President Obama has echoed this opinion and has admonished insurance companies as they continue to reap “windfall profits from a broken system.”  Although Obama’s government sponsored insurance option is coming up against stiff scrutiny, it seems some type of checks and balances system within the health insurance industry is long overdue.






