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The issue: The House of Representatives passed the American Health Care Act (A.H.C.A.) with 

a slim majority of 217:213. The current act is a revised version of the first Republican one that 

was withdrawn before being submitted for a vote because of the lack of support even among the 

Republican congressmen. This time, the basic difference was that it won the support of the 

Freedom Caucus: while each of its members rejected the first version of the bill, now they voted 

for it. The passing of the A.H.C.A. is a badly needed victory for the Trump Administration, as it 

has not been able to move ahead with any of Donald J. Trump’s ’big  ticket’ election promises 

yet. However, it seems to be too early to celebrate for the White House: the bill has to be passed 

by the Senate as well. Judging from the early reactions, its acceptance in the upper house of the 

U.S. Congress is more than uncertain. 
 

The background: The new A.H.C.A. is a shift towards a more market-oriented health care 

system, which – among others – does not punish those who do not wish join any health insurance 

plans. It also reduces subsidies as well as eliminating various taxes that were created to help fund 

the Affordable Health Care Act. The most controversial item in the new bill is cutting altogether 

some $860 billion over the next decade from Medicaid. While the Congressional Budget Office 

has not yet reviewed this latest version, the Democrats predict that millions of people will fall out 

the system again, and claim that the proposal amounts to a transfer of money into the pockets of 

the well-to-do. In short, one of the unintended consequences will be a widening gap between the 

rich and the poor – which is already quite wide, especially from a European point of view.  
 

The political consequences of the new A.H.C.A. can be unpredictable and – as far as the 

Republican Party is concerned – counterproductive in next year’s Congressional elections. The 

Democrats are smelling blood; House Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi has promised to keep the 

question in the forefront of the political debate and to glue a label on the forehead of each of the 

Republican Congressmen who have voted for the bill. They have, at the moment, the poll 

numbers behind them: only some 17 percent of the people supported the intended changes in the 

Affordable Health Care Act. In reality, even some Democrats admit that ObamaCare needs to be 

reformed, but the current piece of legislation is far from their idea of moderate, primarily 

technical changes in the old law. Quite a number of voters who preferred Donald J. Trump to 

Hillary Clinton will likely be among the losers in the new proposed A.H.C.A.. Mr. Trump won 

only razor thin majorities in such swing states as, among others, Michigan, Pennsylvania or 

Wisconsin, and the Republican candidates may be in trouble in a number of congressional 

districts for at least two reasons. One, President Trump has run into substantial opposition on 

various fronts, from the health care legislation through the wall on the U.S.-Mexican border to 

immigration rules. It seems very likely that he’ll be able to deliver on only a smaller portion of 

his election promises – and possibly none of the so-called big ticket items.  



 
 
 

A sort of watershed will be the upcoming tax reform bill; if President Trump fails to push it 

through, he’ll be a sort of lame duck much earlier than Presidents usually become. Two, if the 

Republican base does not get what it was promised and what it expected, they may turn away 

from the GOP or simply stay at home. In sum, the Republican leadership, especially President 

Trump and Speaker Paul Ryan have assumed a huge risk with the – admittedly – far from perfect 

A.H.C.A. which is too radical for the moderates, and too moderate for the party radicals at large.  
 

The A.H.C.A. is, in fact, only at the beginning of the legislative process. The next stage will be 

the Senate, where the Republicans enjoys a very thin majority (52:48). If only two of the 

Republican senators defect then it is only Vice President Mike Pence’s vote that can save the bill; 

if three decide to abstain or vote against the bill, the A.H.C.A. is killed. The chances do not look 

very bright right now. Sen. Susan Collins (R-ME) has indicated that everything should be started 

from scratch, while Senators Rob Portman (R-OH) and Lindsey Graham (R-SC) have expressed 

reservations about parts of the bill. The debate over the A.H.C.A. in the Senate, now expected in 

June should be a real political drama with a lot of posturing on both sides; it does seem now that, 

at the end of the day, a different version of the A.H.C.A. might be accepted – if at all. It means 

that the House and the Senate versions will go to conference committee, and it is not certain at all 

that the members of the House and the Senate will be able to iron out the differences. If Congress 

fails to produce a unified A.H.C.A. the already rather tense relationship between the White House 

and the Republicans on Capitol Hill will deteriorate. A blame game is almost certain to start in 

case of a failure, and the Republican Party will be in an even more fractured state than it is at the 

moment – only practically a year before the midterm elections. The GOP’s prospect to retain 

majority in both Houses will suffer without question in this case.  
 

The A.H.C.A. has another broader implication too. It transfers additional authorities to the states 

– for instance, whether they would like to continue with the present system, provided they do not 

admit enroll new people, or lose current subscribers. The question is ultimately related to the 

relationship between the federal government and the states; in other words, the nature of 

federalism in the U.S. Overall, at least since the time of the New Deal (1930s) the Democrats 

have preferred to expand the role of the central government, while the Republicans, broadly 

speaking, have championed the states’ rights. (This is not a rule of thumb; for example, George 

W. Bush ’invented’ the so-called ’big state’ republicanism, which went against the traditional 

conservative idea of the role of the federal government.) The planned tax reform bill would leave 

more money with the people and would result in less revenue for Washington – if economic 

growth does not offset fully the impact of lower taxes. A word of caution is in order here as well: 

the promised one trillion dollar infrastructure investment over ten years, the costs of the wall on 

the U.S.-Mexican border, the repatriation of jobs (possibly with subsidies for companies which 

are complying) are expensive items in the budget. President Trump, who is ideologically much 

more flexible than George W. Bush was, may follow suit and go down in history as another ’big 

state’ Republican. The fate and the costs of the A.H.C.A. may be one of the first questions that 

will tip the balance one way or another. 


