1. Do you consider yourself a tea party activist? How did you first connect with Tea Party Patriots?

Not really. I'm a husband, father of 5, builder, technology investor, business school prof, and social entrepreneur.

I was introduced to Tea Party Patriots by Mike Barnhart, who runs Sunshine Review (a government transparency website).

2. Why did you choose that particular group? And what exactly are they doing to advance the health care compact? Do you feel they are doing a good  job?

Well, I didn't really choose them. They got interested in what HCCA was trying to do, and sent info about the HCC to their activists, and some of them got engaged.

The main thing that TPP is doing to support the Health Care Compact Alliance is helping get the word out. It's not like TPP can really tell activists what to do; from what I can see, it is almost entirely a bottom-up organization. All they can do is put an idea out there and see if any of the tea parties wanted to get engaged. The national coordinator group has been helpful in that they kinda know what appeals to tea partiers, and what they're looking for, but again it's not a top-down operation.

3. I saw that you had sponsored TPP's Phoenix summit and also have advertised on their website. Has the Health Care Compact Alliance donated to the organization in exchange for their work on the health care compact?

HCCA was a sponsor of the TPP Phoenix summit, and paid a sponsorship fee. It was a pretty standard event sponsorship deal. HCCA wanted to get the word out to the tea parties, and the Phoenix summit was viewed as a good opportunity to do that.

4. Have you donated personally to Tea Party Patriots? The reason I ask is that the group received a $1 million anonymous grant last year to fund get out the vote efforts before the midterm elections and you are a leading suspect as the anonymous donor. Are you the donor??

Nope and nope.

5. Do you really believe that health care is a “consumer service” rather than a public good, as it says on the Health Care Compact website?

Good but complex question. According to the classic economic definition, health care is not a public good. To qualify as a public good, the marginal cost of providing the good must be near zero, and the marginal cost of excluding someone from the good must be very high. Neither of those is true of health care. 

That being said, I personally believe that we do have responsibility to others with regard to health care. You know, I run my own single-payer health care system - my kids are not able to pay for their own health care, so I have a responsibility to help see to their health care needs. I also believe that this responsibility extends further than my kids, and certainly includes other family members, and others in my community who are in need.

I guess that makes me a bit of a conservative communitarian. I believe that local government is better than central control. We are more likely to get people to support government, and the needs of their community, if decisions are made close to them. By centralizing control, we disempower people, and make them feel less responsible for their community, which actually undermines citizens' willingness to support those in need. That's why it is generally easier to cultivate sustained support for local government programs than federal programs. And local government is more likely to be responsive to the citizens. We have to accept more diversity in approaches, but that's not a bad thing, in my opinion, so long as those approaches are constitutional.

6. Would the compact ultimately get rid of Medicare? Or turn it in to a block grant for states that participate?

Medicare is within the scope of the HCC, meaning that it would be up to the states whether to remain in Medicare, or create their own version.

For what it is worth, two of my biggest motivations for getting involved in the HCCA were:

1. I saw that we were on an unsustainable path on Medicare, and the federal government was making promises to senior citizens that it could not fulfill.

2. I saw that the federal government was collecting tax money from folks working on my construction sites making, say, $15-20 per hour, sending that money to a huge federal bureaucracy, and using some portion to pay for my dad's health care. That struck me as fundamentally unjust.

We have to provide a better way to deliver health care for senior citizens, a way that is more sustainable and just. Different states will try different approaches; some might create subsidies to allow seniors to access private insurance, others might encourage the establishment of accountable care organizations, and others might set up government single-payer systems. Lots of possibilities.

But in any event, to save Medicare, we need the innovation that will come from the states acting as "laboratories of democracy," as Justice Brandeis put it.

7. Do you think the public would be supportive of such an idea? Do you think people in Texas would be comfortable with the Texas legislature being in charge of Medicare?

Hard to say definitively, but I think so. There is a lot of misinformation about health care, and because so much control is centralized in Washington DC, big insurance companies, big corporations, big pharma, big labor unions, and powerful lobbyists (the "Bigs") have a disproportionate influence on what happens, and how health care policy is portrayed in the media.

Do Texans trust the Texas legislature more than they trust the federal government? Maybe, but I'm not sure anyone trusts legislators all that much. I think they feel anxious and discontent with all levels of government, not because the politicians are bad people, but because they are good people trapped in a system that is dysfunctional. I think Harvard's Michael Sandel put it well in his book Democracy's Discontent:

 The political parties, meanwhile, are unable to make sense of our condition. They main topics of national debate – the proper scope of the welfare state, the extent of rights and entitlements, the proper degree of government regulation – take their shape from the arguments of an earlier day. These are not unimportant topics; but they do not reach to two concerns that lie at the heart of democracy's discontent. One is the fear that, individually and collectively, we are losing control of the forces that govern our lives. The other is the sense that, from family to neighborhood to nation, the moral fabric of community is unraveling around us. These two fears – for the loss of self-government and the erosion of community – together define the anxiety of the age. It is an anxiety that the prevailing political agenda has failed to answer or even address.

So, to me the more interesting question is: Should Congressional representatives from Texas have any influence over the kind of health care system in Vermont? Or vice versa? Those of us who are supporting the Health Care Compact answer that question with an emphatic no. I think that the public would agree with this statement.

8. How much is the alliance spending on the health care compact campaign? I've heard many ads now on NPR and have heard that the Health Care Compact Alliance is funding lots of TV and other radio ads as well. Who is funding  the campaign?

We've spent several hundred thousand dollars on getting the word out on the HCC. The funding comes from folks like me who want to see us move toward self-governance in health care. We haven't taken any money from the health insurance industry, or hospital corporations, or pharmaceutical companies. The money comes from private citizens, and they don't want their identity to be disclosed. In today's toxic political environment, I understand and respect their position, and they have the law on their side.

Frankly, they probably have better judgment than me. But I feel so strongly that we need to change our health care governance system that I've decided to step out on this issue.

9. What are the odds that Congress will sign off on a health care compact?

Good question. What were the odds that Barack Obama would have been elected President of the United States? But when people get mobilized, and coalesce behind a powerful idea, change happens. That's what happened during the American Revolution, the Progressive Movement, and the Civil Rights Movement.

If a large number of states sign onto the HCC, and governors and state legislators start putting pressure on their Congressional delegations, it will change the political calculus. Whether that's enough to obtain Congressional consent remains to be seen.

The current Congress doesn't seem inclined to support the compact. A Republican one might, but then a Republican Congress is also like to simply repeal the health care law, which would negate much of the need for a compact. Much of that suggests that the compact isn't a serious proposal and some have suggested that it's just an organizing tool designed to advance libertarian/Republican politicians. Can you respond to that suggestion?

First, Republicans and Democrats worked together to create the health care mess. Neither party has clean hands here. After all, the largest recent health care entitlement program was Medicare Part D, which was signed by President George W. Bush. So it's clear to me that, left to their own devices, neither party will be able to fix this problem. Federal health care runs like a monopoly, and no monopoly in the history of mankind has reformed itself from within. It always takes an external threat; in the case of the HCC, that threat comes from the states.

Second, repealing PPACA would simply take us back to the broken, unsustainable system that existed before the President began his push for reform. The President gets high marks from me for putting health care on the table as an area in need of reform. But the fundamental problem here is not a problem of policy; it is a problem of governance. The decision should not be made in a centralized bureaucracy - it should be pushed down as close to the local level as possible. The question the President asked was "Who or what should be covered?" That was the wrong question. The right question is "Who should decide?" That's the question the HCC answers.

Third, I would not be involved in something that is "just an organizing tool designed to advance libertarian/Republican politicians." I am not a member of the Republican party, have never voted in a primary election of either party, have given (a modest amount of) money to candidates of both parties, and am definitely not a libertarian (see Sandel quote above). I'm involved in this because I have come to believe that we need a structural solution to the health care problem, and neither party can provide such a solution at the federal level; all of the incentives are aligned against it. The Bigs have an incentive to encourage centralization, and federal politicians have an incentive to force centralization, and the folks that are left out are those like me who want self-governance.

However, this is not a vast conspiracy, but a situation where those who have influence and resources have an incentive to protect their position. That is a governance problem, and requires a governance solution.

As far as being a serious proposal, well, I'll leave that to you to decide. Seems pretty serious to me. 

10. When you first got involved with Tea Party Patriots, were you aware that Mark Meckler used to be a high-ranking distributor at Herbalife, a company that has been repeatedly accused of being a pyramid scheme, both by the government and former distributors in lawsuit? 

Nope.

If you didn't know, would that knowledge have changed your decision in any way to invest in Tea Party Patriots as a driver for the health care compact campaign?

The decision to work with TPP was driven by our assessment that the tea parties might be interested in supporting this effort. Mark Meckler is not the leader of the tea parties; the tea parties are self-governing. That's why it seemed they might be folks who had an interest in our idea.

What matters to me is whether we can create a structural solution that allows control of health care policy to be moved closer to the citizens. I would hope that those who share that goal - whether of the right, left, top, bottom, or middle - would sign on to help this effort.

