Johnson City Press letter to the editor July 13, 2005
Recently the JCP ran an Op-Ed entitled “Congress must act to contain health care costs,” stating that the reason medical costs keep escalating is because Congress lacks the will to contain them.  

The author confuses price setting with cost containment.  Willing or not, Congress cannot contain health care costs because in the long run not even Congress can evade the laws of economics.  
The government can and does set the price it will reimburse healthcare providers for their services.  In fact, by 2011 Medicare will be paying physicians about 25% less than what it pays them today. Yet, Medicare keeps adding to the costs of practicing medicine by increasing regulations.
Lowering reimbursement while increasing costs will create a shortage of medical services.  Already many physicians have closed their practices to new Medicare patients, and some are dropping out of Medicare entirely.  Others are even contemplating quitting medicine altogether.  In Time Magazine’s 2002 summer issue, “The Doctor is Out,” one physician despairingly said, “Our income is completely controlled by the government but we have no control on our expenses.”  

This government imposed financial squeeze is discouraging young Americans from entering medicine. Applications to medical school are down 30% in the last decade, and experts predict a shortage of 800,000 nurses by 2020.  

Americans are quietly exiting the health professions in response to Congress’s futile but coercive attempts at controlling health care costs.  In the future, timely quality medical care will be difficult to obtain in the United States at any price.

Robert S. Berry, MD

Greeneville

