
Thank you Mr. President. I rise today in support of the Children’s Health Insurance 

Program, more commonly known as CHIP. I believe that the expansion we are 

considering right now is long-overdue.  But Mr. President, I also must express my 

dismay with the way we are paying for the expansion in this program. 

 

Since 1997, the Children’s Health Insurance Program has been helping low-income 

and disadvantaged children access medical services to treat or prevent conditions 

that can affect their ability to lead a healthy and productive life. If this bill is not 

passed, we will be jeopardizing coverage for the roughly 10 million young children 

this bill helps, over 4 million of whom are currently without health care.  With our 

economy in dire straits, job losses increasing and job opportunities decreasing, and 

with the rising cost of healthcare, the staggering thought of 10 million young 

children without the healthcare coverage they need is unacceptable to me and 

many of my colleagues. For every one-point rise in our national unemployment 

rate, 700,000 more children join the ranks of the uninsured. And importantly, 

ninety-one percent of all CHIP-covered children live in families with incomes at or 

below 200% of the Federal poverty level ($42,400 for a family of 4). Not passing 

this bill is simply not an option.  



 

It’s important to note, too, that the original CHIP legislation, passed almost 12 

years ago by a Republican Congress, with the support of a Democratic President, 

was an EXTREMELY bipartisan measure. So, too, was an almost-identical bill last 

year, which was passed by two-thirds of the Senate and vetoed by the President.  

This program has widespread, bipartisan support, and we should not allow 

differences over particular provisions of this bill to obscure that fact. 

 

I would like to commend Chairman Baucus and Senator Rockefeller for the 

inclusion of several important provisions, including: 

 Providing financial incentives for states, including my home state of North 

Carolina, to lower the rate of uninsured children by enrolling eligible children 

in CHIP and Medicaid. 

 Creating an initiative within the U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services charged with developing and implementing quality measures and 

improving state reporting of quality data.  

 Implementing initiatives to reduce racial and ethnic health care disparities, 

by improving outreach to minority populations.  



 Prioritizing the coverage of CHILDREN under this program, not the childless 

adults and others who in the past have been given waivers to participate. 

 

But my vigorous support for the program itself DOES NOT mean that I approve of 

the way this expansion is being funded. I vehemently believe that the increase in 

tax on cigarettes that this bill includes is regressive, and patently unfair to states 

like North Carolina, which employs more than 65,000 people in jobs related to the 

tobacco industry.  

 

While 30% of adults earning less than $15,000 are smokers, only 15% of adults 

earning more than $50,000 are smokers. The result is this: we are asking the 

lowest income households to pay for health care for children in homes which 

make more than they do.  

 

Under this bill as written, in my home state of North Carolina, a package of 

cigarettes will likely cost $4.27, of which more than HALF, 51% of the price, 

represents government revenue. Furthermore, taxing cigarettes now is a short-



sighted and unreliable source of funding for this program. Since fiscal year 1999, 

the average pack of cigarettes has risen in price by 80.5%.  

 

If we are going to include this provision on the assumption that taxing cigarettes 

reduces youth smoking and therefore increases the number of healthy, productive 

and successful children in our country, why aren’t we also taxing sugary soft-

drinks, junk food and sweets? All of the above lead to an increase in conditions like 

diabetes, heart disease and high blood pressure in our children, which in turn leads 

to an increase in health care costs.  

 

Mr. President, this is a matter of fairness.  Taxing only tobacco could cost the state 

of North Carolina up to 3000 jobs and $32 million to $36 million in revenue 

shortfalls for the state budget.  While I applaud the desire to pay for the increased 

spending under this bill, I believe that singling out cigarettes concentrates the 

impact in a few states, like North Carolina, in a way that is fundamentally unfair. In 

2009 alone, this 61 cent increase in taxes on cigarettes adds up to $3.69 billion and 

in 2010, that number increases to $7 billion dollars – from one industry alone.  

 



I am a co-sponsor of, and I would like to voice my support for, my colleague 

Senator Jim Webb’s amendment which would reduce the proposed tax on 

cigarettes by 24 cents. As I have said before, Mr. President, the way in which this 

bill taxes only cigarettes is unfair, and I believe the proposed 61 cent increase is 

outrageous. It is my hope that this amendment represents a compromise palatable 

to all sides in this debate. 

 

Mr. President, I’ve outlined my support for this vital program, but also my dismay 

in the way in which it is funded. But this IS the bill in front of us, and this IS what 

we’re being asked to vote on. When I was a State Senator, I worked hard to 

protect and expand North Carolina’s SCHIP program.  As the mother of 3 children, I 

know what it’s like when one of your kids wakes up in the middle of the night with 

an ear-ache, or a stomach-ache, or worse. I have seen, first-hand, how important 

this program is and the unmet need for its services.  With the health and vitality of 

10 million of our nation’s children on our hands, I CANNOT IN GOOD FAITH VOTE 

AGAINST THIS BILL.  

 



Less than a month into my service here in the U.S. Senate, I’m faced with a 

situation in which the health of millions of my state’s children are at odds with a 

key industry in North Carolina. But Mr. President, ultimately, I have to vote on 

behalf of the 10 million low-income and disadvantaged children this bill helps. In 

this economy, when families are being forced to choose between paying their bills 

and putting food on their table, I cannot make it harder for them to keep their 

children healthy, safe and cared-for. I cast this vote in the affirmative as a mother, 

as a former budget chairman for the state of North Carolina, who knows how 

difficult it is for the state to close the gap in funding for this critical program when 

the federal government drops the ball, and as a U.S. Senator, who sees in this bill a 

chance for our neediest families, our most disadvantaged kids to get ahead in the 

face of the daunting odds they will no doubt face in their future.  

 

Mr. President, I yield the floor and suggest the absence of a quorum. 


