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HAPPY HOLIDAYS!

What’s Happening? 
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Senate Democrats Break Republican Filibuster, Final Vote on Health Reform Legislation Set for Christmas Eve.  All 60 members of the Democratic caucus voted for cloture early Monday morning, overcoming a Republican filibuster and clearing a critical procedural hurdle to getting the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act to the floor for a full vote before the end of the year.  Democrats won another cloture vote on Tuesday morning, so with one more procedural vote to go before a vote on final passage - which is currently scheduled for 7:00pm on Christmas Eve - fundamental reforms to our health care system are finally within reach. 
Last weekend’s Senate debate is one history-lovers will read about for years to come:  the Senate worked through the weekend, despite a blizzard that dumped 20 inches of snow and brought Washington to a stand-still; the Senate’s oldest and longest-serving member, 92 year-old Robert Byrd of West Virginia, was greeted with cheers upon his arrival to the Senate chambers;  and Vicki Kennedy, Senator Ted Kennedy’s widow, watched from the gallery in the wee hours of Monday morning as Senators voted from their desks, a rarely used practice implemented only for historic votes.  
There were passionate voices calling for reform outside the Senate chambers this weekend, too. Mrs. Kennedy and Vice President Joe Biden had powerful pieces the Washington Post and New York Times. Kennedy argued passionately that this is the moment her husband would not want to lose, writing: “So I humbly ask his colleagues to finish the work of his life, the work of generations, to allow the vote to go forward and to pass health-care reform now.” Vice President Biden cautioned against letting the perfect be the enemy of the good: “While it does not contain every measure President Obama and I wanted, I would vote yes for this bill certain that it includes the fundamental, essential change that opponents of reform have resisted for generations… Most recently, in 1993, Democrats had a chance to forge a compromise with Senator John Chafee, Republican of Rhode Island, on a health care reform bill. Congress’s failure to pass health care reform that year led to 16 years of inaction — and 16 years of exploding health care costs and rising numbers of uninsured Americans. We can’t let that happen again. While it is not perfect, the bill pending in the Senate today is not just good enough — it is very good.” 
With all the back and forth, it can be hard to keep track of what is and isn’t in the Senate bill. Here’s quick rundown of the immediate and short term benefits included in the Senate bill:
IMMEDIATELY: 

· Children will be allowed to stay on their parent's insurance policy until age 26 

· Insurance companies will be prohibited from kicking people off their coverage, known as “rescissions” 

· The deficit will begin to be reduced, by over $100 billion in the first ten years alone 

· Insurers will be required to cover prevention and wellness benefits and exempt those benefits from deductibles and other cost-sharing requirements 

· Insurers must spend up to 85% of premiums on patient care, instead of administration costs or you'll receive a rebate
· Patients will be able to appeal denials of health care coverage, with states ensuring the availability of an external, independent process that holds insurance companies accountable 

· Tax credits will be available for small business so they can get help to cover their workers 

· A ban on refusing coverage due to pre-existing conditions for children will go into effect 

· The prescription drug "donut hole" in Medicare Part D will begin to be closed

· Beginning the path to saving Medicare for future generations by lowering costs 

WITHIN 4 YEARS: 

· A ban on refusing coverage due to pre-existing conditions for adults with high-risk pools available until exchange is up and running 

· Health Insurance Exchanges—market-based, competitive health insurance marketplaces, where people can one-stop-shop for the plan that best fits their needs among an array of competing health care plans—will be created 

· National private plans, including one that must be non-profit, administered by the Office of Personnel Management, the same entity that oversees health care plans for members of Congress 

· Subsidies (or Affordability Credits) will be offered to help lower and middle income families afford coverage 

· A ban on lifetime and annual health care caps will be enacted beginning in 2014 but with restrictions until then 
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President Obama Helps to Forge Last-Minute Agreement in Copenhagen. Over the last two weeks, Copenhagen has been epicenter of intense negotiations about the necessity for global action to address the threat of climate change. President Obama arrived in Denmark last Friday. After remarks at the morning plenary session and several bilateral meetings, the President helped forge a last-minute agreement with China, India, South Africa and Brazil that now forms the basis of the Copenhagen Accord.  The talks hinged on three major issues – transparency (clear goals, monitoring and reporting), mitigation (a commitment to limit a rise in the Earth’s temperature) and financing (to help poorer nations adapt to climate change).
During a press conference Friday night, President Obama called the Accord “a meaningful and unprecedented breakthrough” because “for the first time in history all major economies have come together to accept their responsibility to take action to confront the threat of climate change.” That fact was echoed by the United Nations' top climate official, Yvo de Boer, who told the Washington Post the Accord was "politically incredibly significant," because so many world leaders personally participated in drafting it.   The Accord is not a binding agreement – and in the President’s own words, “we know that this progress alone is not enough” – but it does represent a significant step forward.  Here’s a good round up in the Washington Post. Several key players have praised the Accord in recent days: 

“President Obama’s hands-on engagement broke through the bickering and sets the stage for a final deal and for Senate passage this spring of major legislation at home.  It’s a powerful signal to see President Obama, Premier Wen, Prime Minister Singh, and President Zuma agree on a meeting of the minds.  These are the four horsemen of a climate change solution.  With this in hand, we can work to pass domestic legislation early next year to bring us across the finish line.” – Senator John Kerry (MA) 

"Nike welcomes the President's sense of urgency and recognition that companies need certainty and a level playing field in order to move to a low-carbon economy which will unleash the next wave of jobs and prosperity." From Copenhagen, she said, "We're pleased with tonight's agreement between several developed and developing countries." -  Hannah Jones, VP of sustainable business and innovation at Nike
"…Significantly, the United States and China will -- for the first time -- both be at the table, working to tackle the historic challenge of global climate change. Moving forward, it is absolutely critical that the U.S. lead by example and work swiftly to enact comprehensive clean energy and climate legislation next year. We applaud President Obama for his leadership in helping to reach this important step toward a meaningful agreement." – Gene Karpinksi, President, League of Conservation Voters 
Here’s an excerpt from the President’s remarks during a press conference in Copenhagen announcing the agreement: 

“Today we've made meaningful and unprecedented -- made a meaningful and unprecedented breakthrough here in Copenhagen.  For the first time in history all major economies have come together to accept their responsibility to take action to confront the threat of climate change.

“Let me first recount what our approach was throughout the year and coming into this conference.  To begin with, we've reaffirmed America's commitment to transform our energy economy at home.  We've made historic investments in renewable energy that have already put people back to work.  We've raised our fuel efficiency standards.  And we have renewed American leadership in international climate negotiations.

“Most importantly, we remain committed to comprehensive legislation that will create millions of new American jobs, power new industry, and enhance our national security by reducing our dependence on foreign oil.

“That effort at home serves as a foundation for our leadership around the world.  Because of the actions we're taking we came here to Copenhagen with an ambitious target to reduce our emissions.  We agreed to join an international effort to provide financing to help developing countries, particularly the poorest and most vulnerable, adapt to climate change.  And we reaffirmed the necessity of listing our national actions and commitments in a transparent way.

“These three components -- transparency, mitigation and finance -- form the basis of the common approach that the United States and our partners embraced here in Copenhagen.  Throughout the day we worked with many countries to establish a new consensus around these three points, a consensus that will serve as a foundation for global action to confront the threat of climate change for years to come…”
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Organizing for America 
Happy Holidays form Organizing for America! Have you seen this? It’s quite possibly the coolest video OFA has emailed this year. A personalized “Happy Holidays” from OFA volunteers and staff across the country, and President Obama himself! Watch it here, then send it along.  Remember to write in your own name on the personalization screen.
OFA Hits 1,000,000 calls to Congress. With debate in the Senate coming to a fevered pitch, volunteers across the country have been calling their senators, to either thank them for their support or urge them to do the right thing.  In an email to supporters, Mitch Stewart wrote: “If we don't pass health reform, millions of Americans will be trapped in a broken status quo, unable to pay their bills or see a doctor when they need one.  More and more employers will drop coverage for employees. And Medicare and Medicaid will blow a hole through our budget. There's too much at stake not to get this done... This holiday season, millions of Americans will go without desperately needed care simply because they can't afford insurance. But insurance lobbyists are desperate to pull apart the bill and derail reform, so your voice is needed now.” Ring in for reform here. 
Holding the GOP Accountable
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New DNC TV Ad, “How Far.” Last Friday, the DNC released a new television ad “How Far” that takes Republicans  to task for risking the funding for our troops in their zeal to stop health reform and protect the interests of the health insurance industry. In a blistering statement released to the press, DNC Communications Director Brad Woodhouse said: 
"Republicans may think they can play politics with health care and our troops in the dark of night and get away with it - but we've got another thing coming for them," said Woodhouse.  "What Republicans said by holding up funding for our troops to delay consideration of health reform is that they care more about health insurance industry lobbyists and executives than they do our men and women in uniform.  We've said we're going to call out Republicans for lying about reform and for putting the special interests ahead of American families and small businesses - and we aim to do just that."  
172  Fact Checks and Counting.  By the time Senate Democrats voted to break the Republican filibuster and send move health reform legislation one step closer to final passage, the DNC had released 170 “Fact Checks” of Republican senators who made false or misleading statements on the Senate floor.  One-hundred and seventy and counting…
ICYMI: A Republican Sequel That’s Worse Than No.  DNC Chairman Tim Kaine published his second oped in as many weeks in Politico last week, “A Republican Sequel That’s Worse Than No.”  In the piece, Kaine calls out the Republican Party – not only for saying “no”  to everything President Obama and Congressional Democrats have suggested, but for actually advocating for failed policies that got us into trouble in the first place.  He wrote: 

We’ve called out the Republicans this year as the “party of no,” but the GOP is increasingly moving beyond “no” to revisit recent history. Republicans are aggressively advocating for a do-over of Bush-era policies that have already proved disastrous — tax cuts for the wealthy, massive deregulation, high deficits and an economic program that left working  Americans scrambling for cover. Republicans’ ideological commitment to those demonstrably failed ideas is even more dangerous to American families and workers than their “just say no” approach.
Key Issues in the News and Background 
Talking Points: Senate Vote Is a Major Step Forward
· After this weekend’s developments in the Senate, it now appears that the Senate will have an opportunity to take an up or down vote on the genuine health reform the American people deserve – reform that offers security to those who have health insurance and affordable options for those who don’t.
· There is still much work left to do, but last night’s vote is major step forward for the American people.  
· We’ve tried and failed to reform our broken system for nearly a century. Now, we are on the cusp of making health care reform a reality in America.  

· As with any piece of legislation, compromise is part of the process.  
· Recently added amendments have made this historic bill even stronger:

· Between the time the bill passes and the time the insurance exchanges are up and running, insurance companies that try to jack up their rates will be punished.  Insurance companies that hike their prices may be barred from selling plans on the exchange. 
· Starting immediately, insurers would not be able to deny children coverage due to pre-existing conditions. Discrimination on the basis of pre-existing conditions for everyone would be banned once the exchanges are open in 2014 – in the meantime, the bill creates a high-risk pool where adults with pre-existing conditions can buy affordable coverage.
· The bill includes explicit language that will protect a patient’s choice of doctors.
· Health insurers would be required to spend more of their revenue on providing you health care (between 80% and 85%) rather than on administrative costs and salaries.
· Small businesses will also receive additional assistance 

· These protections are in addition to the ones President Obama and Congressional Democrats have been talking about for months. 
· No longer will insurance companies be able to drop someone’s coverage if they become sick.  

· And no longer will anyone be subject to unlimited out of pocket costs. 
· The bill will save families and small businesses money on their premiums, significantly reduce the national deficit, and add years to the life of the Medicare Trust Fund.  
· And it will make coverage affordable for more than 30 million Americans who currently do not have it.
See you in the New Year!!



