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Respite from surging health care costs
RICARDO ALONSO-ZALDIVAR ,
Associated Press

WASHINGTON (AP) —
Americans kept health care
spending in check for three
years in a row, the government
reported Monday, an unusual
respite that could linger if the
economy stays soft or fade like
a mirage if job growth comes
roaring back.
The nation’s health care tab
stood at $2.7 trillion in 2011,
the latest year available, said
nonpartisan number crunchers
with the Department of Health
and Human Services. That’s

17.9 percent of the economy,
which averages out to $8,680
for every man, woman and
child, far more than any other
economically advanced country spends.
Still, it was the third straight
year of historically low increases in the United States. The 3.9
percent increase meant that
health care costs grew in line
with the overall economy in
2011 instead of surging ahead
as they normally have during a
recovery. A health care bill that
grows at about the same rate as
the economy is affordable; one
that surges ahead is not.

FDA proposes sweeping
new food safety rules
MARY CLARE JALONICK, Associated Press
WASHINGTON (AP) — The Food and Drug Administration on
Friday proposed the most sweeping food safety rules in decades,
requiring farmers and food companies to be more vigilant in the wake
of deadly outbreaks in peanuts, cantaloupe and leafy greens.
The regulations are aimed at reducing the estimated 3,000 deaths
a year from food-borne illness. Since last summer, outbreaks of
listeria in cheese and salmonella in peanut butter, mangoes and
cantaloupe have been linked to more than 400 illnesses and as many
as seven deaths, according to the Centers for Disease Control. The
actual number of those sickened is likely much higher.
The FDA’s proposed rules would require farmers to take new
precautions against contamination, to include making sure workers’
hands are washed, irrigation water is clean, and that animals stay out
of fields. Food manufacturers will have to submit food safety plans to
the government to show they are keeping their operations clean.
Many food companies and farmers are already following the
steps that the FDA would now require them to take. But officials
say the requirements could have saved lives and prevented illnesses
in several of the large-scale outbreaks that have hit the country in
recent years.

The respite means President
Barack Obama and lawmakers
in Congress have a window
to ease in tighter cost controls
this year, if they can manage
to reach a broader agreement
on taxes and spending. Health
care spending is projected to
spike up again in 2014, as
Obama’s law covering the
uninsured takes full effect,
before settling down to a new
normal.
“Economic, income and
job growth in 2011 was modest and less than might normally be expected during an
economic recovery,” said the
report from the government’s
National Health Expenditure
Accounts Team. “This fact
raises questions about whether
the near future will hold the
type of rebound in health care
spending typically seen a few
years after a downturn.”
The report noted signals in
both directions.
Medicare spending grew
faster in 2011, but Medicaid spending slowed down.
Spending on hospital care
slowed.
Spending on prescription
drugs and doctors’ services
accelerated, but spending for
private health insurance grew
modestly.
More people gained health
insurance as a result of the
health law’s requirement that
young adults can stay on a
parent’s plan until age 26. But
employers increasingly steered
workers and families into highdeductible health plans, which
come with lower monthly

premiums but require patients
to pay a greater share of their
bills out of their own pockets.
That’s a disincentive to go to
the doctor.
Although some insurers are
currently seeking big premium
increases for certain plans, it’s
not clear that’s a widespread
trend.
The slowdown in health
care spending has been widely
debated. Some experts see it
as an echo-chamber effect of
a weak economy. Others say
cost controls by government
and employers are starting to
have an effect. Many believe
costs need to be squeezed
more.
“I think it’s a big opening,”
said Ken Thorpe, a professor
of health policy at Emory University in Atlanta, who served
in the Clinton administration as
a senior adviser. “If we have a
debate on entitlement reform
this year, we need to come up
with ideas for pulling costs out
of the system.”
Cutting payments to hospitals and doctors won’t solve
the problem, said Thorpe. The
challenge is to slow the spread
of chronic illnesses such as diabetes while also finding ways to
keep patients healthier and out
of the hospital.
The numbers back up Thorpe’s observation. Health care
spending is highly skewed
toward the sickest people. Five
percent of patients account for
nearly half the total spending in
any given year.
The report was published in
the journal Health Affairs.

Lamarion Dontae Fisher was welcomed into the world by proud
mom Sharuntae, left, and grandmother Mary. Lamarion is
Brownfield Regional Medical Center’s 2013 New Year’s Baby.

BRMC, Fisher family
welcome Lamarion
Lamarion Dontae Fisher just couldn’t wait to make his arrival.
As Brownfield Regional Medical Center’s New Year’s Baby, Lamarion entered the world Thursday weighing 6 pounds 6 ounces and
awaiting lots of love.
Mom Sharuntae Fisher of Brownfield wasn’t due for a couple more
weeks, but went to the hospital last week with what she thought were
unrelated symptoms, but what actually turned out to be an early
labor.
“I came because I got sick, and when I got here he was ready to
come,” she told the News.
Lamarion was also welcomed by his grandmother, Mary Fisher,
and big sister, Ly-Tiona, 3. Like most newborns, he spends most of
his time sleeping, but is also content to cuddle and be spoiled by his
family.
“He’s a good baby so far,” Sharuntae said. “I’m very excited.”
Sharuntae knows she has her hands full as a single mom, but
nonetheless expects big things from her New Year’s Baby. And with
his bright future, Lamarion will likely make many more appearances
in the Brownfield News - next time in the sports pages.
“He’s going to be my basketball star,” Sharuntae said.
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