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Madame Speaker, Vice President Biden, Members of Congress, and the American people: 

(…)  We came to build a future. So tonight, I return to speak to all of you about an issue that is 
central to that future – and that is the issue of health care. 

I am not the first President to take up this cause, but I am determined to be the last. It has now 
been nearly a century since Theodore Roosevelt first called for health care reform. And ever since, 5 
nearly every President and Congress, whether Democrat or Republican, has attempted to meet this 
challenge in some way. A bill for comprehensive health reform was first introduced by John Dingell 
Sr. in 1943. Sixty-five years later, his son continues to introduce that same bill at the beginning of 
each session. 

Our collective failure to meet this challenge – year after year, decade after decade – has led us to a 10 
breaking point. Everyone understands the extraordinary hardships that are placed on the 
uninsured, who live every day just one accident or illness away from bankruptcy. These are not 
primarily people on welfare. These are middle-class Americans. Some can't get insurance on the 
job. Others are self-employed, and can't afford it, since buying insurance on your own costs you 
three times as much as the coverage you get from your employer. Many other Americans who are 15 
willing and able to pay are still denied insurance due to previous illnesses or conditions that 
insurance companies decide are too risky or expensive to cover. 

We are the only advanced democracy on Earth – the only wealthy nation – that allows such 
hardships for millions of its people. There are now more than thirty million American citizens who 
cannot get coverage. In just a two year period, one in every three Americans goes without health 20 
care coverage at some point. And every day, 14,000 Americans lose their coverage. In other words, 
it can happen to anyone. 

But the problem that plagues the health care system is not just a problem of the uninsured. Those 
who do have insurance have never had less security and stability than they do today. More and 
more Americans worry that if you move, lose your job, or change your job, you'll lose your health 25 
insurance too. More and more Americans pay their premiums, only to discover that their insurance 
company has dropped their coverage when they get sick, or won't pay the full cost of care. It 
happens every day. 
 

One man from Illinois lost his coverage in the middle of chemotherapy because his insurer found 30 
that he hadn't reported gallstones that he didn't even know about. They delayed his treatment, and 
he died because of it. Another woman from Texas was about to get a double mastectomy when her 
insurance company canceled her policy because she forgot to declare a case of acne. By the time 
she had her insurance reinstated, her breast cancer more than doubled in size. That is heart-
breaking, it is wrong, and no one should be treated that way in the United States of America. 35 



Then there's the problem of rising costs. We spend one-and-a-half times more per person on health 
care than any other country, but we aren't any healthier for it.  

(…) 

These are the facts. Nobody disputes them. We know we must reform this system. The question is 
how. 40 

There are those on the left who believe that the only way to fix the system is through a single-payer 
system like Canada's, where we would severely restrict the private insurance market and have the 
government provide coverage for everyone. On the right, there are those who argue that we should 
end the employer-based system and leave individuals to buy health insurance on their own. 

I have to say that there are arguments to be made for both approaches. But either one would 45 
represent a radical shift that would disrupt the health care most people currently have. Since health 
care represents one-sixth of our economy, I believe it makes more sense to build on what works 
and fix what doesn't, rather than try to build an entirely new system from scratch. And that is 
precisely what those of you in Congress have tried to do over the past several months. 

(…)  50 
 
But what we have also seen in these last months is the same partisan spectacle that only hardens 
the disdain many Americans have toward their own government. Instead of honest debate, we have 
seen scare tactics. Some have dug into unyielding ideological camps that offer no hope of 
compromise. Too many have used this as an opportunity to score short-term political points, even 55 
if it robs the country of our opportunity to solve a long-term challenge. And out of this blizzard of 
charges and counter-charges, confusion has reigned. 

Well the time for bickering is over. The time for games has passed. Now is the season for action. 
Now is when we must bring the best ideas of both parties together, and show the American people 
that we can still do what we were sent here to do. Now is the time to deliver on health care. 60 

The plan I'm announcing tonight would meet three basic goals: 

It will provide more security and stability to those who have health insurance. It will provide 
insurance to those who don't. And it will slow the growth of health care costs for our families, our 
businesses, and our government. It's a plan that asks everyone to take responsibility for meeting 
this challenge – not just government and insurance companies, but employers and individuals. 65 
And it's a plan that incorporates ideas from Senators and Congressmen; from Democrats and 
Republicans – and yes, from some of my opponents in both the primary and general election. 

(…)  

Here's what you need to know. First, I will not sign a plan that adds one dime to our deficits – 
either now or in the future. Period. And to prove that I'm serious, there will be a provision in this 70 
plan that requires us to come forward with more spending cuts if the savings we promised don't 
materialize. Part of the reason I faced a trillion dollar deficit when I walked in the door of the White 
House is because too many initiatives over the last decade were not paid for – from the Iraq War 
to tax breaks for the wealthy. I will not make that same mistake with health care. 

Second, we've estimated that most of this plan can be paid for by finding savings within the existing 75 
health care system – a system that is currently full of waste and abuse. Right now, too much of the 
hard-earned savings and tax dollars we spend on health care doesn't make us healthier. That's not 



my judgment – it's the judgment of medical professionals across this country. And this is also true 
when it comes to Medicare and Medicaid. 

In fact, I want to speak directly to America's seniors for a moment, because Medicare is another 80 
issue that's been subjected to demagoguery and distortion during the course of this debate. 

More than four decades ago, this nation stood up for the principle that after a lifetime of hard work, 
our seniors should not be left to struggle with a pile of medical bills in their later years. That is how 
Medicare was born. And it remains a sacred trust that must be passed down from one generation 
to the next. That is why not a dollar of the Medicare trust fund will be used to pay for this plan. 85 

The only thing this plan would eliminate is the hundreds of billions of dollars in waste and fraud, 
as well as unwarranted subsidies in Medicare that go to insurance companies – subsidies that do 
everything to pad their profits and nothing to improve your care. And we will also create an 
independent commission of doctors and medical experts charged with identifying more waste in 
the years ahead. 90 

These steps will ensure that you – America's seniors – get the benefits you've been promised. They 
will ensure that Medicare is there for future generations. And we can use some of the savings to fill 
the gap in coverage that forces too many seniors to pay thousands of dollars a year out of their own 
pocket for prescription drugs. That's what this plan will do for you. So don't pay attention to those 
scary stories about how your benefits will be cut – especially since some of the same folks who are 95 
spreading these tall tales have fought against Medicare in the past, and just this year supported a 
budget that would have essentially turned Medicare into a privatized voucher program. That will 
never happen on my watch. I will protect Medicare. 

(…) 

You see, our predecessors understood that government could not, and should not, solve every 100 
problem. They understood that there are instances when the gains in security from government 
action are not worth the added constraints on our freedom. But they also understood that the 
danger of too much government is matched by the perils of too little; that without the leavening 
hand of wise policy, markets can crash, monopolies can stifle competition, and the vulnerable can 
be exploited. And they knew that when any government measure, no matter how carefully crafted 105 
or beneficial, is subject to scorn; when any efforts to help people in need are attacked as un-
American; when facts and reason are thrown overboard and only timidity passes for wisdom, and 
we can no longer even engage in a civil conversation with each other over the things that truly 
matter – that at that point we don't merely lose our capacity to solve big challenges. We lose 
something essential about ourselves. 110 

What was true then remains true today. I understand how difficult this health care debate has been. 
I know that many in this country are deeply skeptical that government is looking out for them. I 
understand that the politically safe move would be to kick the can further down the road – to defer 
reform one more year, or one more election, or one more term. 

But that's not what the moment calls for. That's not what we came here to do. We did not come to 115 
fear the future. We came here to shape it. I still believe we can act even when it's hard. I still believe 
we can replace acrimony with civility, and gridlock with progress. I still believe we can do great 
things, and that here and now we will meet history's test. 

Because that is who we are. That is our calling. That is our character. Thank you, God Bless You, 
and may God Bless the United States of America. 120 
 


