‘Do We Want to Pa_v‘ the Health Insaranc_e Bill?

Frank F.Dresser Says Proposed Measure Would Give Country

a Small Return in Bettered Health for a Tremendous Outlay

By George MacAdam.

ERE is another big burden-
estimated at hundreds of
millions of dollars annually
—which it is proposed to
put upon the already over-
loaded shoulders of the

Uitimate Consumer. And, like so many
other of his burdens, this new one would
be of legislative manufacture. During
the present open zeason for lawmaking,
bills of a standardized pattern have
been or will be introduced in the Legis-
laturez of more than twenty States—all
the big manufacturing States of the
Union—which, if enacted, will greatly
ircrease the tax rate and add an untold
amount to the cost of production in all
lines of industry.

This proposed burden bears a catching
label: * Health Insurance.” And those
who are urging it upon us have much
to say in itz favor, much that is in har-
mony with the collectivist theories popu-
lar with <o many of the present genera.
tion. Their arguments may be sum-
marized as follows: That there is a wage
loss due to sickness of six hundred mill,
ions of dollars annually; that the great
majority of wage earners are living so
close to the poverty line that they cannot
bear this loss themselves nor can they
provide against it through the present
channels of protection—benefit societies,
lodges, trade unions and the like; that
the most important duty of socinty to-
day is better to distribute thi% Ioss

through compulsory sickness insurance;
that the operation of compulsory sick-
ness insurance will prevent disease and
improve the health and general well-
being of the nation, and that, therefore,
society as & whole should help pay the
insurance bill,

Inspired by these conclusions, the
American Association for Labor Legicla-
tion, an organization of social reformers,
drafted 2 bill which was introduced last
vear in the Legislatures of New York,
Massachusetts, and New Jersey, and
which, with some additional alterations
in detail, will be again introduced in
those States and in some twegly other
States during the present season.

The essence of this measure iz that
“all manual workers and all persons
working for wages of $100 a month or
less * shall, in case of any illness or non-
industrial accident, receive two-thirds
of their wages, beginning with the fourth
day of disability and continuing, if neces-
sary, twenty-six weeks. In addition, they
shall receive medical attention for the en-
tire period of disability. In case of death
a benefit of $50 shall be paid. The cost of
all this shall be paid one-fifth By the
State, two-fifths by the employer, and
two-fifths by the wage earner, the lat-
ter’s contribution being deducted from
his weekly pay by his employer.

It is inferesling to note that the en-
acimenf of this bill is opposed by both
labor and eapital. Im the present period
of industrial stress and strain, one of tha

few things in which labor and capital
have agreed is in their opposition to this
measure. Another group directly inter-
ested, the physicians, a few days age
officially condemned the scheme, the So-
ciety of Medical Jurisprudence, after re-
ceiving the report of a special committes
which had devoted several months to
investigation, voting to oppose any ef-
fort at the present session of the Legis-

lature to pass such a bill. At its vecent
convention in this city the National Civie
Federation also went on record as against
the measure.

There is perhaps no one in this esuntry
better qualified to discuss this question
than Frank F., Dresser, a prominent
member of the Massachusetts bar, who
has made a careful study of employers’
liability laws (he is the author of aa
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authoritative:work on the subject) and

the different aspects of legislation as it

affects employer and employe,

: Sitting in -his office in Worcester,
Mass., Mr. Dresser -picked “ Health In-
surance ” to pieces for me; and then hav-
ing demonstrated why, in his opinion, the
proposed measure would give the country
a very small return in bettered health
for its tremendous outlay of money, he
outlined a constructive program which he
believes would give the country “ much
more health for much less money.”

“ Yt is self-evident,” said Mr. Dresser,
“that well and able-bodied citizens are
the strength of the State and that well
employers-and well employes add to the
strength of an industry. -

“ Let us look over the path laid out by
the American Association for Labor
Legislation in its proposed bill.

“ First, we will consider the cost, not

-the most important but always a material

item in any scheme which is to be worked
out practically. The data in this country
are of the vaguest description; and such
foreign data as are available are difficult
to transpose into our terms. We know
that the German costs have been rising
steadily since 1884, and that the peak of
expenditure is not yet reached, that the
dayg of sickness per insured have in-
creased rather than diminished, and that
the duration of illnesses has lengthened
remarkably. A similar condition is ob-
served in other countries having an in-
surance system. .

“ It has been computed, arguing from
German and British experience, that the
cost .of sickness, medical and funeral
benefits, including administration costs,
but excluding, apparently, any contribu-
tion to reserves and the quite consider-
able sums which employers must in the
first instance pay for their accounting de-
partment, would be between the limits of
3 and 5 per cent., say about 4 per cent.,
of wages.

“1If we apply this 4 per cent. of wages
to a single State, say Massachusetts, as-
suming the average wage to be $570 a
year and that there are‘about a million
persons who would be insured, the cost
to Massachusetts is about twenty-three
million dollars annually. Of this the
workman would contribute nearly nine
million, the employer nine million, and
the State about five million, an increase
of our present State tax by over 40 per
cent, .

“The proposed benefits and the con-
sequent cost are at the minimum, but
experience shows that, once the bill is
enacted, the eXtension of its benefits will
become a political slogan and their cost
an ever-increasing burden.

#“In epite of the common belief that
the State and the employer have, just
under the Treasurer's desk, a hidden
stock of gold which if it can be got at
will prove inexhaustible, these contribu-
tions .will not remain where they first
£al], but be passed on. The State’s con-
tribution as well as its payments as
employer of  State and municipal em-
ployes is raised by the general levy up-
on all taxpayers. The employer’s con-
tribution plus his increased State and
municipal tax will become an item in
his cost of production to be charged, so
far as is possible in the competitive
rivalry of the several States, in the price
of his product and paid by the consumer
or clse be saved by greater economy, as,
for example, reducing wages.

“ A great portion of the consumers are
the insured workmen and their families
who thus, besides their own direct con-
tribution will indirectly bear, in the in-
ereased cost of necessaries or in lesser
wages, a large proportion of the contri-
bution of the employers and the State.
In this, therefore, as in so many similar
propusals, ‘it would seem that the class
which it is hoped to benefit is simply set
to chasing its own tail again.

“ But now to come to the chief objec-
tion to the measure—its failure to dis-
close responsibility for conditions which
may produce illness and to assess the cost
of them where it belongs. It must be re-
membered that this bill protects the in-
gured in the event of any illness or any
non-industrial acecident, (the workmen's
compensation law already providing for
industrial accidents.) It ig difficult to
see why, if a man is run over by an auto-
mobile on Sunday afternoon, he should
get any contribution from his employer
because he happens to work. in his mill
the other six days a week, or why alco-
holism or yvenereal disease should operate
to transfer any money from the tax-

payer’s packet to the workman’s.

“ Obviously -the bill cannot be légally

justified on the ground merely that some
class in. the community needs the money,
.and, therefore, another class must pay it.
The employer’s contribption must rest,
and can only validly rest, upon his re-
sponsibility for the condition to be re-
lieved as distinet or different from the

responsibility of other classes in the com-

munity.

“ Now, if it is true—which I- doubt—
that our wage earners lose on account
of sickness an average of nine days per
vear, the consequent annual wage loss
of $600,000,000 is imposing. But there
is an equally great wage loss through
voluntary absences or absences caused
by intemperance, by ball games, by the
many personal reasons. I have made
inquiry in this subject and am told that
these voluntary absences equal sub-
stant¥ally the combined absence and wage
loss of both sickness and industrial ac-
cident. Such voluntary absences seem,
nevertheless, to be undertaken and their
wage lossto be borne. And yet, in spite
of “these three substantial elements in
wage loss, about three-fourths of the
wage earners, it is said, now carry in-
surance of some sort, The need of char-
itable relief, therefore, is found not
among all wage earners, but only among
a portion. |

“ Keeping this fact in mind, it must
also be remembered that the framers of
‘this bill have used the device of making
the employer the insurance collector,
because that is the only practical way
of making the insurance compulsory, and
without compulsion the thriftless would
remain just what they are today—the
uninsured. But this necessary device of
making the employer an insurance col-
lector limits and must always limit.the
scope of the measure to those who are
employed, to those, in other words, who
are efficient enough to get and Lkeep
some sort of a job. But those who are
so incapable or so unfortunate that they
cannot hold a job—the unemployable, the
casual worker, the aged—are not covered
at all.

“ Moreover, this bill does not cover the
large class of self-employed—-the small
farmer, the smali shopkeeper, the char-
woman, the huckster, the journeyman, the
home worker—whose struggle is as hard
and whose risks are as great as those of
the wage earner for iwhom  insurance
would be provided. Then there are also
certain of the professional classes, tle
doctors, lawyers, clergymen, and teach-
ers, since the average carnings in these
professions are well under $1,000 a year.

“ In addition to all this, the bill does
not cover the families of wage earners,
nor, save for a limited period, does it
cover the wage earner himself when he
becomes unemployed and so subject to a
greater hazard of _illness. Under the
proposed measure, a workman may have
his two-fifths contribution to the insur-
ance fund deducted for years, but let him
lose his job and after a limited period his
claim on the fund is forfeited.

“The next objection to the measure
lies in the very tioublesome problem of
supplying adequate medical care, to those
who need it, at a proper cost.

“The proposed bill, by leaving the
choice of physicians that might be em-
ployed to the local alsociations, gives to
untrained boards of employers and em-
ployes, equally ignorant of the necessi-
ties, the decision on a matter which is al-
most the crux of the whole situation, for
if health insurance is to be successful at
all, it must involve more competent and
more general medical care than we are
now accustomed to. It has been said that
‘ there is perhaps a distance of a quarter
of a century between the present status
of medical science and that of medical
practice among the poor.” There is noth-
ing in the measure as proposed which
would tend to raise the standard of gen-
eral medical practice, nothing that would
tend to bring the latest discoveries and
achievements of medical science within
reach of the poor man. '

« Moreover, the watchword of medical
science today is ‘Prevention.’ The pro-
posed bill itself and the cost of it does
not include preventive work,

“ Then there are certain lines of direct
attack.

“Tn certain employments there is un-
doubtedly a sickness loss which is due
to that employment. It is now possikle
to list as strictly occupational diseases
twenty-five or thirty ailments, such as
Jead poisoning or phosy jaw. These are
indistinguishable in principle from the
work accident, They are qccasioned
solely by the industry, should be con-
sidered a cost of production and be com-
pensated without contribution from the

worker. This extension of the compen-
sation law would put the cost of a cer-
tain class of diseases where it belongs,
and to that extent would relieve the
workmen, N

“ Such. an extension would not, how-
ever, affect directly the greater loss oc-
casioned by diseases to which the public
at large is subject and to which a par-
ticular employment may or may not
contribute. Tuberculosis may be in-
stanced. To determine the influence of an
occupation as distinct from the heredity,
the habits, the environment, or other
circumstances of the worker, upon any
one of these many diseases is a matter
of extreme difficulty in any one case;
and this renders it impracticable to bring
them under the Compensation act,

“But it is not impracticable to de-
termine whether certain conditions in a
particular establishment are apt to have
an evil effect upon the normal worker.
So far as they exist it is the employer’s
own duty to eliminate them, and this
duty is even now being undertaken. Half
o dozen years ago the industrial physi-
cian was unknown. Within the last two
yeurs he has so rapidly increased that
he i35 establishing almost a profession of
his own, :

“ Cer‘ain conditions not peculiar to an
indusztry but to the plant—its dirt, ill
ventilation, poor sanitation, bad condi-
tions of labor, and the sort—may present
their own snecific riske. It is the duty
of the industrial physician to know as
an expert the health hazurds of his own
establishment, whether factory, store, or
railroed, and to ud.i:» 2s io means of
their elimination.

“When a worker secks employntent
his physical condition may be such as to
make employment i one process or room
harmful to him above the normal risk,
while in another ha may safely work. It
is the duty of the industrial physician to
discover his physical condition and to
place him in the job that he can do most
eificiently and with least risk. If upon
physical examination a defect is found,
the worker may be advised of it and have
it remedied. By re-examination from
time to time, and by change of occupa-
tion, if neccssary, the personal health
hazard may be detected and cured,

“ Pime lost {rom work means a loss
of production to the employer and a loss
of wages to the employe. If illness can
be detecled in its beginning, and checked,
if the half-sick man can be put in the
way of cure, less working time is lost,
and the profit to employer and employe
is evident. It is, therefore, the duty of
the . physician to discover and remedy
ailments at the plant, and in doubtful
rases 0 obtain diagnosis. Thus the
worker who, left to himself, might have
no attention whatever, or inadequate at-
tention, gets prompt and adequate serv-
ice, It dces not take him long to learn
the value of that and to see that he and
the persons dependent upon him ob-
tain it.

“ Such service is now provided for not
only by many large employers but by an
increasing number of small ones who, if
they have not work enough for a full
time man, combine in employing a phy-
sician. There are-always, however, re-
actionaries, and these men should be com-
- pelled to bring their plants and their
employes under the supervision of an in-
dustrial physician.

“ For employves and for their families
some other measures arc also necessary.
This is to be found in the improvement,
organization, and extension of medical
care. It must be recognized that it is nc
longer possible for the practitioner to
keep up with the advances in every field.
The surgeon, the physician, the pathol-
ogist, the doctor of preventive medicine,
and the industrial physician are separate
lines of endeavor subdivided innumer-
ably by those who devote themseclves to
the study of a single organ or a single
disease. Proper diagnosis and the con-
sequent advice now frequently depend
not upon the judgment of one doctor,
however competent, but on difficult tests
and on the opinion of specialists.

“The State and the municipality now
provide hospitals for general and special
diseases and officials charged with the
oversight of public health. It is not an
inconceivable extension of this service
for the State to establish clinics, as has
lately been done by the Massachusetts
General Hospital, in convenient districts,
with all necessary equipment and facili-
ties, at which specialists should attend
for consultation, with which physicians
practicing in the vicinity should be con-
nected, where the quality. of their work

could be Imown and to some extend
guperviset, and where the illness in the
district could be registered,

“ Quch organization and co-operation
of general practitioners and specialists
with proper diagnostic facilities would
bring the best and most complete medical

service within the. means of all people.

“ Moreover, by requiring all illnesses
to be registered at these clinics the
health hazards of the district would be-
come known and- steps directed Lo their
remedy.

“ The cost of this service would be con-
siderable, but it would be less than any
system created by health insurance, and
far more effective. '

“ Tts cost would be borne by the State
without contribution from ahy class, since
the community at large receives the bene-
fits, It does not contemplate free medi-
cal attention to any, save the poverty-
stricken, who now and always must re-
ceive it. There is no greater reason for
giving free medical .service than freo
food. But, thoutrh it will not be {ree, the
workers will not contribute directly to its
maintenance, nor indirectly in the greater
price of other pecessaries, as health ine’
surance requires. It is a question of bet-
ter, wider, and less expensive service, not
charity.” ‘



