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When President Barack Obama 
signed the US health-care reform 
act into law on 23 March, he 

seemed to have emerged victorious from a 
bitter and protracted political battle. But the 
fight over the legislation promises to continue 
beyond the midterm elections next month. 
If the Republicans gain a significant lead in 
the House of Representatives, “there will be 
political trench warfare”, says Henry Aaron, 
a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution, a 
think tank based in Washington DC. 

Health insurance in the United States is pro-
vided mainly by the private sector, and 16.7% 
of Americans don’t have any. The reform act 
aims to cut the number of uninsured and to 
stem soaring costs — two factors that threaten 
to cripple the US health-care system. 

In addition to requiring that everyone take 
out health insurance, the act gives the makers 
of complex biologic drugs 12 years free from 
generic competition, and offers a tax credit to 
young biotechnology firms. It also sets up the 
Patient-Centered Outcomes Research Institute 
(PCORI) to coordinate comparative-effec-
tiveness research, which compares treatment 
options to see which is the most effective.

But comparative-effectiveness research has 
proved controversial. Proponents say it will 
cut wasteful spending, but critics claim that it 
means health-care rationing and even, in an 
erroneous assertion, the formation of ‘death 
panels’ that limit access to expensive but life-
saving treatments. Debate over the research, 
which has largely died down while Republi-
cans focus on attacking insurance provisions 
in the health-care act, could resurface in the 
spring, says Dan Holler, spokesman for the 
conservative advocacy group Heritage Action 
for America, based in Washington DC. 

Some Republicans boast that they will try 
to repeal the health-care act — a bold strategy 
that is unlikely to succeed. Any such attempt 
would presumably provoke a veto from 
Obama, and it is doubtful whether the Repub-
licans could amass the two-thirds majority 
needed to override a presidential veto. 

Another approach is to underfund specific 
programmes. Representative Michael Burgess 
(Republican, Texas), the ranking Republican 

on the Subcommittee on Oversight and Inves-
tigations of the House Committee on Energy 
and Commerce, has already pledged to take 
this approach. PCORI is one provision that 
could be vulnerable. Funding has been set 
aside for it to 2012; thereafter, its money will 
come from sources including $150 million 
in appropriations and a $2 fee tacked onto 
insurance plans. But Republicans could attack 
PCORI by restricting funds to the agency 
responsible for collecting the $2 fee. “You cer-
tainly could see a significant spending fight 
on comparative effectiveness,” says Holler. 

Meanwhile, voters in Arizona (see ‘State 
watch: Arizona’), Colorado and Oklahoma 
will decide whether to amend their state con-
stitutions to prohibit any requirement that 
citizens take out health insurance. In August, 
Missouri voters overwhelmingly passed simi-
lar legislation. Although national law would 
trump these state mandates, making them 
largely symbolic, 20 states have launched 
a lawsuit asserting that the health-care act  
violates the US constitution. ■
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Opponents battle 
health-care research
Treatment-outcome studies and key health reforms face 
Republican antipathy and legal challenges.
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NASA is caught between President Barack 
Obama and Congress, and Republican 
gains in the mid term elections could 

prolong the agony. In February, Obama called for 
an end to the Constellation programme to take 
astronauts to the Moon and Mars after a review 
called it under funded and over ambitious. The 
administration wants to invest in new technol-
ogy and private spaceflight. 

Congress baulked, and on 29 September 
passed an act requesting funds for projects initi-
ated under Constellation and granting less than 
half of the administration’s request for private 
spaceflight. With Congress now in recess and 
unable to allocate funds, NASA is funded at cur-
rent levels and cannot change course. 

“It has to keep spending on programmes 
that it’s going to kill, and can’t start new pro-
grammes that it wants to,” says Keith Cowing, 
editor-in-chief of the website NASA Watch. 

If the Democrats retain control of the Senate 
and House of Representatives, they will proba-
bly quickly pass an appropriations bill to allocate 
the money, says John Logsdon, former director 
of the Space Policy Institute at the George Wash-
ington University in Washington DC. But if the 
Republicans prevail, they may defer negotia-
tions until January, when they would take over 
the appropriations subcommittee. 

Appropriators must also find US$500 million 
for a key project in the act: an extra flight for the 
retiring space shuttle. The money could come 
from NASA’s science allocation, but the admin-
istration would object to that, says Logsdon. 

For Cowing, competing interests could spell 
a troubled future for the space agency. “How 
can NASA progress if it’s pulled in ten different 
directions?” he asks. ■
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Policy row 
launches NASA 
into limbo
Funding dispute leaves space 
programme on autopilot.

The Constellation programme: gone in name only.
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Arizona is ahead of the pack in the fight 
against health-care reform. in a narrowly 
defeated initiative, the state tried to ban 
mandatory health insurance two years 
ago. Now it is trying again, this time with 
support from Republican Governor Jan 
Brewer (pictured), who has also joined 
19 other states in suing the federal 
government over the legislation. Brewer 
is up for election and she has used her 
tough stance on the reforms to fight her 
opponent, Democrat Terry Goddard, 
who supports some aspects of the 
legislation. 
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