Industry-Bound Staffer Has Role in Medicare Talks

By Ann Devroy
Washington Post Staff Writer
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cuds Zm&a&m, one of the staff aides
at the table.was David-S. Abernathy.
And he was about.to switch hats.
Abernathy, acknowledged by Re-
publicans and ‘Democrats as a “top
congressional expert on health -care
issues, is the Democratic staff direc-
tor of the House Ways and Means
health care subcommittee. :
' He is also about to become an ex=
ecutive at the Health Insurance Plan

TODAY IN CONGRESS

SENATE
Meets at noon.
Committees: None.

HOUSE
In recess subject to the call of the chair.
Committees: None.
= LEGI-SLATE Inc,
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of Greater New York, one of the
country’s large managed care pro-
viders and a member of an industry
that §= vm m_msm_o.:_% wmwoz& by

particlarly in Medicare and Medic-
aid.

Abernathy bristles at the sugges-
tion he might have a conflict of inter-
est in working on health care issues
whose conclusions will have a large
economic impact on his new employ-
er.

“T would have loved not having to
attend those meetings,” I
interview, “but my employer is the
House Ways and Means Committee,
and the people I work for told me to
be there. You are suggesting that {
am not Scmu_m of being an honorable
person” and separating future em-
ployment from current responsibili-
ties.

Abernathy said that his participa-

tion has been primarily in offering

“factual statements” and that he had
presented the issue to House ethics
officials, who determined that his

he said in an’

participation in such sessions did not
constitute a violation of any House
rules. Abernathy said his participa-
tion in gm&o&d wo:Q discussions
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Executive branch rules are more
stringent, A staff member who is
contemplating future private em-
ployment must inform the White
House counsel’s office of job negotia-
tions and must recuse himself from
any policy meetings relating to the
business of a future employer.

A senior administration official said
congressional staff members “are not
policymakers” and thus cannot have a
conflict because they do not make the
policy. Besides, this aide said, “virtu-
ally anyone in Congress who knows
anything about these issues and has

“some experience goes in and out of

private and public employment. It’s
just a way of life.”

Some Republicans and one Demo-
cratic source involved in the White
House talks asserted, nonetheless,
that his mere participation in the
talks gives the appearance of conflict

and undermines confidence in unbi-
ased decision-making.

Some sources cited, for example,
a BoEwE in the Sca ssma xmccg-

85 increase in Em H.gscﬁmmaoa
rate to health maintenance organiza-
tions for health care costs in the

Medicare program should be re-

duced to 8 percent this year. Sourc-
es said Abernathy argued such a re-
duction was not technically possible
because HMOs already had estimat-
ed their costs and benefit payouts
and had signed contracts based on
the 10 percent increase.

The increase is Democratic poli-
cy—and is clearly supported by Ab-
ernathy’s new employer, which
would receive millions of dollars
more as a result.

Abernathy said what he was doing
in that case was factually stating the
situation—which also happens to co-
incide with the goals of the Demo-
crats, for whom he now works, and
the private employer, for whom he is
scheduled to begin working in mid-
January.




