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Medicare Seen as Battleground Issue in Congressional Races

By ROBERT PEAR

January 27, 2012

WASHINGTON — A Republican plan to remake Medicare, set forth in a budget blueprint devised by Representative Paul D. Ryan, has largely faded from public view. But it is about to come back in a big way as Democrats try to win control of the House by battering Republicans over Medicare in Congressional races around the country. 

House Republicans voted overwhelmingly last year for the “Ryan budget,” which would give Medicare beneficiaries a fixed amount of money to buy coverage from competing private health plans. 

Democrats are using the Medicare issue to attack Republicans, just as Republicans used it to beat Democrats two years ago. 

Mr. Ryan is revising his proposal to address some of the criticism. But Democrats say the changes come too late to help Republicans running for re-election. 

The fights suggest that Medicare will be a perennial point of contention in politics in the coming decade, as the number of beneficiaries is projected to grow by one-third, to 65 million. 

From Florida to the Midwest to the Southwest and the Pacific Coast, Democrats are urging voters to oust Republicans who supported the Ryan proposal, which they say would gut the guarantee of health benefits for older Americans. 

Representative Steve Israel of New York, chairman of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee, said Medicare would be “a defining issue in the 2012 elections.” 

Mr. Israel said he was advising Democratic candidates to “make sure that at every opportunity you mention the following three issues in alphabetical order and in order of priority: Medicare, 1; Medicare, 2; and Medicare, 3.” 

In automated telephone calls and radio advertisements, the Democratic Party is accusing Republican lawmakers of favoring “millionaires over Medicare.” 

For their part, Mr. Ryan, the Wisconsin lawmaker who is chairman of the budget committee, and other House Republicans describe their proposal as a bold step to tame a program whose unsustainable growth is contributing to the deficit. 

That plan was never enacted; the Senate rejected it. 

But in an interview, Mr. Ryan said that Republicans would try to push a similar budget plan through the House this spring. Asked if it would include similar changes in Medicare, Mr. Ryan said, “Yes, absolutely.” 

“Not one member thinks we should backtrack on these ideas,” Mr. Ryan said after listening to his colleagues at the annual retreat of House Republicans in Baltimore last week. 

Democrats see the Ryan plan as a political gift. They relish the opportunity to bash it again on the House floor and at campaign events. 

In the 13th District of Florida, which includes Sarasota, Keith Fitzgerald, a Democrat, said Medicare would be “a major theme” of his campaign against Representative Vern Buchanan, a three-term Republican. The 2010 census found that this district had a larger proportion of residents 65 and older than any other district in the country. 

“People here, including many rock-ribbed Republicans, get Medicare,” Mr. Fitzgerald said. “They understand Medicare. They see the benefit. For them, it’s tangible, it’s real, it works.” 

By voting for the Republican budget plan, Mr. Fitzgerald said, Mr. Buchanan was “marching in lockstep with his party” and against the interests of constituents. 

The Congressional Budget Office said that the Republican budget plan could eventually require new beneficiaries to spend about $6,000 a year more for health care, on average, than they would spend under current law. 

Mitt Romney, the Republican presidential contender, described Mr. Ryan’s Medicare plan this month as “absolutely right on.” By giving people a choice of competing health plans, he said, it could help hold down Medicare costs. Other Republican presidential candidates have also spoken favorably of Mr. Ryan’s approach. 

House Republicans are ready for the attacks, and they say they will respond by repeating criticism of President Obama’s health care overhaul. 

“If House Democrats want to engage in debate about Medicare, we are happy to remind them about $500 billion in Medicare cuts they made to pay for their government takeover of health care,” said Paul A. Lindsay, a spokesman for the National Republican Congressional Committee, which seeks to increase the House Republican majority. 

Mr. Buchanan did not sound worried about use of the Medicare issue against him. “I have not seen that much of it yet in my district,” he said. 

In the Upper Peninsula of Michigan, Gary McDowell, a Democrat, is using Medicare against Representative Dan Benishek, a freshman Republican, in a rematch of their 2010 race. 

“Benishek’s vote for the Ryan budget will play big here,” Mr. McDowell said, noting that the district had a larger proportion of residents 65 and older than any other district outside Florida. 

Kyle Bonini, a spokesman for Mr. Benishek, said the congressman understood “Medicare’s importance to Michigan seniors” because he had been a surgeon for 25 years. 

“Dr. Benishek is committed to keeping his promise of not cutting benefits for existing retirees or those near retirement,” Mr. Bonini said. 

Representative Kathy Hochul, a Democrat from the Buffalo area, showed the power of the Medicare issue last May when she won a special election in one of New York’s more conservative Congressional districts. The race turned largely on Republican plans to overhaul Medicare. Voters said they trusted Ms. Hochul to protect the program. 

Republicans say they learned a lesson from that race: They cannot avoid the Medicare issue and should fight back when it is raised. Democrats were unable to duplicate their feat in Nevada, where the Republican candidate routed the Democrat last September in a special election for an open seat in the United States House of Representatives. 

House Republicans continue to seek Medicare savings as part of any bill to extend the Social Security payroll tax cut for the rest of this year. 

Republicans point to several factors that could complicate Democrats’ efforts to exploit the issue. In trying to negotiate a comprehensive deficit-reduction agreement with Congressional Republicans, Mr. Obama proposed major cuts in the growth of Medicare spending and indicated that he was willing to consider other changes, like a gradual increase in the age of eligibility, as part of a “grand bargain.” 

Moreover, Mr. Ryan has altered features of his Medicare plan that provoked criticism. The latest version of his proposal, worked out with Senator Ron Wyden, Democrat of Oregon, would keep traditional Medicare as an option, alongside private plans. It would also allow larger annual increases in the federal contribution to the cost of private plans, reducing the burden that might otherwise fall on beneficiaries. 

Democrats say these changes are somewhat technical and do not diminish Medicare’s value as a campaign issue. 

The White House spokesman, Jay Carney, said the Wyden-Ryan proposal “would end Medicare as we know it for millions of seniors.” 

“The Wyden-Ryan proposal could, over time, cause the traditional Medicare program to wither on the vine because it would raise premiums, forcing many seniors to leave traditional Medicare and join private plans,” Mr. Carney said. “And it would shift costs from the government to seniors.”
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