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According to former President Ronald Reagan, the nine most terrifying words in the English
language are, “I’m from the government and I’m here to help.” For some, this is a source of
amusement; for others, a painful reminder.

The federal government shutdown was a hindrance for some, especially if your paycheck was
signed by Uncle Sam. For a majority of Americans, however, it was just played out over the
news. Careful reflection on the history of government shutdowns and why they take place should
be observed before the most recent shutdown is forgotten like memories of “Y2K” hysteria.

The last government shutdown was in 1996. It lasted 21 days. Speaker Newt Gingrich and
President Bill Clinton debated their plans for balancing the federal budget and, in the end, a
compromise was reached. More recently, President Barack Obama and Speaker John Boehner
produced a shutdown because of a dispute over plans to alter aspects of the Affordable Care Act,
aka Obamacare.

The threat of government shutdowns is rare, but they are still part of our democracy. There have
been 18 shutdowns since 1976. In fact, Chris Matthews, host of Hardball and author of a book,
“Tip and the Gipper: How Politics Worked,” described when Matthews was a staffer, Speaker
Tip O’Neill presided over a total of seven government shutdowns while Reagan was president,
and five during the Jimmy Carter administration. Massachusetts’ own Tip O’Neill thus played a
role in precisely two-thirds of all the government shutdowns since the modern budgeting process
has been in place.

We have established that federal government shutdowns are rare, part of life and for most
Americans, something that happens from time to time and is quickly forgotten. We must now
examine the root for the most recent shutdown.

Most observers would agree that Massachusetts’ health care system is run fairly well.
Approximately 98 percent of our residents are insured. The insurance exchanges have run
without much trouble. The individual mandate is accepted law. Political backlash has been
difficult to measure. All this is said with the understanding that this is Massachusetts, a state that
prior to its health care law being passed, had approximately 94 percent of its residents insured.

Taking the Massachusetts model and forcing it on the rest of the 49 states is a much more
immense task. Obamacare will tax the “rich” medical device companies with a 2.4 percent tax
along with other fees, but will that be enough? An entitlement program this large surely cannot
rely on taxing the rich only. As with many taxes, some of the costs will trickle down to the
average American.



For the most part, our Democratic Congressional representation in Washington agrees on the
merits to overturn the medical device tax. Oddly enough, this year, our Legislature had several
opportunities to study the economic impact of Obamacare and the 2.4 percent tax applied to
medical device companies, yet refused to do so. A bipartisan group of 14 state senators voted to
study the economic impact of the medical device tax but it wasn’t enough needed to get a
majority vote. The group included state Sens. Michael Barrett, William Brownsberger, Barry
Finegold, Linda Dorcena Forry, Robert Hedlund, Kathleen O’Connor Ives, Michael Knapik,
Joan Lovely, Michael Moore, Michael Rodrigues, Richard Ross, Michael Rush, Bruce Tarr and
James Timilty.

When the Legislature voted against studying the economic impact of the 2.4 percent medical
device tax, it voted against its own health and well-being. Going forward, we will be faced with
the risk of not knowing what is in store for our economy. The 2.4 percent medical device tax will
impact not just the consumers, but the industries that call Massachusetts home and produce these
great products of innovation. For that, we can blame Washington, but we cannot forget the
Massachusetts Legislature.
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