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Health Care for All

Thank you, Phil, for that great introduction. I could do a similar introduction for you: Starting with the Ward commission and covering all your health work, particularly with Health Care for America which you started in Washington in 1990. It was modeled after Health Care for All.

I also want to thank Amy, Melissa and the Health Care for All Staff for this award.

Some of you may e wondering why I am in a wheel chair. I was diagnosed with a progressive neurological disease, an atypical Parkinson’s, three years ago, when I was 69. It affects my balance, mobility and also my voice. Some days are worse than others. It may affect my speech but I assure you not my mind. 

To be recognized with Gov. Deval Patrick, Secretary Glen Schor and Community Action is a real honor.  Aren’t Deval and Glen terrific champions for health care in Massachusetts? I saw Deval’s potential as a powerful public figure early. When I was teaching at Harvard Law School in 1981, he enrolled in my trial-advocacy course. WE held a series of mock trials. I think that Deval’s case involved a traffic offense. We were nevertheless treated to a full display of his considerable oratorical talents. The defendant had no chance. 

In this room are some of the people I worked with on healthcare in Sen. Kennedy’s office from the very start, and I want to share this award with them. Will you stand up when I mention you: David Nexon, Sen. Kennedy’s health director since the early ‘80s. Mark Childress, who started with Sen. Kennedy when I did, but later transferred to Sen. Daschle and then to President Obama and back to Sen. Kennedy for one key year at the end of Kennedy’s life. 

Michael Myers succeeded me as staff director for Kennedy’s committee and among other bills shepherded bipartisan Medicare drug coverage through the Senate and worked on Obamacare with Kennedy and later Sen. Dodd, until it was done. Connie Garner did all of Kennedy’s disability work. John McDonough, your former president, worked for Kennedy during Obamacare and has done so much for health care in Massachusetts. Jeff Huang, Pat Manseau, Seth Hanlon and Eric Olney were all Kennedy health staffers. Brian Carey was in Kennedy’s health office and has been with me at Foley Hoag for 15 years and is an indispensable friend and colleague. 

My greatest inspiration came from Sen. Kennedy. He made sure that our committee in the Senate made health care its biggest priority from the moment he became chairman in 1986. We were constantly working on covering theuninsured. He really did not care how it was done as long as everyone in America had health care. We were the only committee in the House or Senate to pass the Clinton health care bill of 1995. When that effort failed, he said this on the Senate floor: 

“I will never rest until every American has health insurance. I will never rest while any parent in America goes to bed not knowing what would happen if their child got sick. I will never rest while any senior in America is left without home care or long-term care or their drugs. We have come a long way. We will not give up today. We will take the bill down today, but we wil lbe back next year, and we will continue to fight and someday we will prevail.” 

It took 25 years, but without Kennedy’s endorsement of Barak Obama, his enthusiasm for health-care legislation, and the senator’s  guidance in the final year of his life, Prsident Obama would not have succeeded in enacting the Affordable Care Act. 

Finally, I want to say that I sit here in front of you as one who has the best, most thorough health care available anywhere in the world. For years I was like so many of you, just an advocate for Health Care for All. Now, afflicted with a rare disease, I am a patient, a consumer of extensive health care. I can’t imagine what my life would be like if I did not have health care, and if it wasn’t as thorough as it is. 

From my personal experience, I  know how access to medical care is like having enough to eat, like shelter to live in, like air to breath, like water to drink. There can be no greater calling on the public agenda today to all of you, this day, than making sure that Obamacare survives, and the 7 million becomes 20 million and 40 million  and succeeds in covering everyone. 
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