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WASHINGTON — A potential compromise emerged Wednesday on one of the most vexing
issues of the health care overhaul debate — whether to create a new government-sponsored health plan
to compete with private insurers.

The compromise offered by Sen. Kent Conrad, D-N.D., would create health care
cooperatives owned by groups of residents and small businesses, similar to how electric or other
cooperatives operate. They'd be nonprofit, and without the government involvement that troubles
Republicans and business groups about the public plan options.

The chairman of the Senate Finance Committee, Sen. Max Baucus of Montana, said
Wednesday the idea could be key to a bipartisan health bill. Baucus raised it in a meeting with
President Barack Obama, saying later that Obama showed interest. Baucus' Republican
counterpart, Sen. Chuck Grassley of Iowa, also said the concept had potential.

"It's a way to bridge the gap," Baucus told reporters.
That's significant because the dispute over the public plan has been a major obstacle to

bipartisan consensus on Obama's goal of reshaping the nation's health care system to bring down
costs and extend coverage to 50 million uninsured Americans.

Although the Democrats who run Congress might be able to pass health care legislation with
little or no Republican backing, Baucus and others say a single-party measure would enjoy less public
support and would be less sustainable over time.

Many Democrats, including Obama, strongly favor a new public insurance plan that would, for
the first time, offer government-sponsored health care to Americans not eligible for Medicare, Medicaid
or other programs. Democrats say this would keep costs down for consumers.

Most Republicans and business groups are just as ardently opposed, saying that private insurers
would end up going out of business, unable to compete with a government plan that didn't have to make
a profit.

Conrad's plan attempts to satisfy both sides. Profit-making insurance companies wouldn't run the
show, but there also wouldn't be the federal government backing that Republicans fear would eliminate
fair competition with private companies. The co-ops could get federal seed money, Conrad said, but that
would be the end of federal involvement. The co-ops would negotiate directly with medical providers.

"I'm doing all I can to get a good bipartisan solution, and right now the so-called public option is
being transformed into a private alternative to put pressure on insurance companies, hold their feet to the
fire, help them keep costs down," Baucus said. "It may not work. If it doesn't we've got to find
something else but right now it looks like it has a decent chance of working."

Senators stressed many questions remained unanswered because the idea has just surfaced. There
was sure to be resistance from liberal Democrats favoring more robust government controls.

"It will only have legs if for most of the Democrats, most of us who support the public option, if
you can show a way to do it that will allow it to keep the insurance companies honest," said Sen. Charles
Schumer, D-N.Y., who's working on the plan with Conrad. Schumer said there was a long way to go.

But unlike previous public plan concepts that were immediately rejected by the GOP, this one
appeared to be getting a second look.

"It's got possibilities," Grassley said. "There were lots of questions raised about it — not
outright objections in our caucus, but a lot of questions."

The plan surfaced as senators began to review a sweeping health care overhaul bill by Sen.
Edward M. Kennedy, D-Mass., with committee votes set to begin next week. Congress is trying to meet
Obama's schedule of passing legislation in time for him to sign a bill in the fall.

Separately, the White House announced that Obama will speak to the American Medical
Association in Chicago next Monday to push his health care overhaul.



White House spokesman Robert Gibbs told reporters that Obama will describe why past efforts
to change health care systems failed and warn about what happens if the overhaul doesn't take place this
year.

Obama is taking a more forceful approach in the health care debate. He heads to Green Bay,
Wis., on Thursday to talk with voters about his plan.


