
 

 

 

 

Is Bill Frist Fit to be Governor? 
A Look at the Former Senatorôs Record on Health Care 

 

Recently, doctor and former senator Bill Frist expressed interest in entering the 2010 race to replace 

Phil Bredesen as Tennesseeôs next Governor. When the Knoxville News-Sentinel asked him to 

confirm, Frist said, ñpossibly. I will consider it.ò1 

Throughout his political career, Frist has made his medical background a central part of his campaign 

biography. In light of the worsening healthcare crisis that Tennessee is facing, Registered Nurses from 

NNOC Tennesseeðthe Tennessee branch of the National Nurses Organizing Committeeðhave 

undertaken the task of researching Fristôs healthcare record with an eye towards answering the 

question, ñIs Bill Frist Fit to be Governor?ò 

Section 1: TennCare and Fristôs Failure 

Tennesseeôs health care system is not only broken, it is among the worst of any American 

state.2Especially tragic has been the decline of TennCare, the stateôs Medicaid program for low-income 

patients. Eliminating the healthcare safety net for hundreds of thousands of Tennesseans has resulted in 

a series of personal tragedies, like that which resident Jerry Inman describes in his letter to the Former 

Senator: 

For over ten years, my wife Debbie was on TennCare; she had to be.Her medicines cost about $700 per 

month while my retirement check was just over $800 per month.With a house note and bills to pay, we 

couldnôt afford the medicine on our own.TennCare kept my Debbie alive and well...  

In March or April of 2005, Debbie received a letter telling her that her TennCare was ending. She would 

not have health coverage.Shortly thereafter, Debbie was out of medicine and there were no more refills. All 

summer, Debbie did not take her medicine.No blood pressure medicine.No medicine for her heart 

failure.No medicine for her lung problems.No medicine for the aneurysm.No medicine for the painé 

On Saturday, August 27
th
, Debbie felt weak. She could not climb the stairs.I got her upstairs and helped her 

lay down.I went to shut the door, and when I came back she was sick in the bathroom. 

I called my son, óCome home. Your mamaôs sick and we need to take her to the doctor.ô 

He got home and picked up Debbie to carry her to the car.Debbie passed out.I called the ambulance.When 

they arrived, her pulse was normal and she was breathing.They took her to the ER.I told the doctors about 

her aneurysm.They did a CAT scan.When they returned the doctor told me Debbieôs aneurysm was 

bleeding. 

I went to Debbie who was now awake.She reached out and grabbed my hand. 

óOh, Papa, please make it go away!ô  

And those were the last words I ever heard from her.They were the last words she ever spoke. 

On Sunday, August 28, she died. 

Senator Frist, you are a doctor and a lawmaker. I am now a widower. My Debbie should not have died at 

the age of 50. Make sure that no one else dies too soon.Please.
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Debbie Inmanôs death followed the decision by Governor Phil Bredesen to cut 200,000 patients from 
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TennCare, a program initially intended to expand health coverage to all current Medicaid recipients 

plus an additional 500,000 low-income Tennesseans.4,5 

Throughout the 90s the program had remarkable success as Tennessee ñposted the best rate in the 

nation for health insurance coverage of children of the working poor.ò6 But after Bredesen took office 

in 2002, TennCare came under attack, resulting in ñapproximately 200,000 of the programôs costliest 

patients los[ing] their coverage over a four month period in late 2005.ò7Those cuts caused a swelling in 

the ranks of the uninsured in Tennessee, resulting in more than 800,000 Tennesseans without coverage 

by the end of 2006.8 

The tragic part is that these cuts did not have to happen. In 2005, New York procured $1.5 billion in 

federal funds to save their Medicaid program.9As thenSenate Majority Leader, Bill Frist could have 

advocated for similar assistance for his constituents. Instead, when they asked for his help, they were 

turned away. Gordon Bonnyman of the Tennessee Justice Center recounts the work done requesting 

the Former Senatorôs assistance:  

Tennessee doctors, clergy and ordinary citizens have been imploring him since early last summer to do 

something to forestall the cutsé The Southern Christian Leadership Conference...wrote to Sen. Frist in 

Juneé TennCare enrollees in wheelchairs went to Fristôs Nashville office in July to ask for his helpé 

The president of the SCLC Memphis chapter accompanied by other clergy, hand-carried a copy of the 

8-22-05 letter to Sen. Fristôs Washington office on September 23
rd
é On October 24éa Nashville 

ministeré returned to Washington, accompanied by several TennCare patients and the widow of a 

deceased TennCare patient. They visited Fristôs Senate office and left a copy of the patientôs death 

certificate containing the attending physicianôs notation that a contributing factor to the patientôs death 

was the failure to get his medicine.ò
10

 

While Jerry Inman and others called on their Senator for help in securing more federal dollars for 

TennCare, Senator Frist idly sat by, leaving Governor Bredesen to continue his onslaught on the poor 

and needy. 
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Section 2: Fristôs Financial Ties to HCA and the Healthcare Industryôs Corporate Donors 

a. HCA Background 

HCAðthe first hospital management company and today the worldôs largestð was co-founded in 

1968 by Dr. Thomas Frist, Sr. and Dr. Thomas Frist, Jr. (Bill Fristôs father and brother, respectively) 

with a business partner known as the ñbrainsò behind Kentucky Fried Chicken.11 The goal: to 

consolidate hospital ownership into one corporation and run the facilities like the franchise concept 

practiced by a fast food chain.12 

The first warning sign of HCAôs tendency towards prioritizing profits over patient care came in 1988, 

when a scandal over illegal claims against Medicare revealed HCA business practices predicated on 

defrauding Medicare. 

ñIn 1991éthe company had charged Medicare for such items as $18,000 worth of liquor, $15,000 worth 

of Tiffany pitchers for HCA executives, and $28,000 for a humanitarian award given to two HCA 

staffers.ò
13

 

Adding fuel to the fraud claims, James Alderson, an accountant with an HCA facility in Montana, 

came forward to report that he had been ñasked to keep two sets of ledgers: one set showing the 

expenses the hospital claimed when billing Medicare, the second containing more accurate 

information regarding reimbursement claims.ò14 

In 1994, HCA merged with Columbia Healthcare to form Columbia/HCA, a $20 billion company with 

more than 350 hospitals, 145 outpatient surgery centers, 550 home care agencies, and additional 

ancillary businesses.15This merger did not come without costs to patients. According to Maggie Mahar 

in her book Money Driven Medicine: The Real Reason Health Care Costs So Much: 

Internal records showed that at Columbia/HCAé executive salaries hinged not on such criteria as 

reducing infections or lowering death rates, but on meeting financial targets like ógrowth in admissions 

and surgery cases.ô In 1995, one-fourth of Columbiaôs administrators won bonuses equaling 80 percent 

of their salariesï or more. When bonuses become that largeéthey no longer function simply as an 

incentives. They invite fraud.
16

 

In 1997, Columbia/HCA was raided by the Federal Bureau of Investigation in five states.17 After the 

dust had settled, the chain was charged with a myriad of offenses, including:  

 Illegally structuring business deals so Medicare picked up the cost of corporate expenses 

 Providing doctors with kickbacks for patient referrals 

 Misidentifying marketing expenses as reimbursable patient costs 

 Claiming that idle hospital space was being used for patient care 

 Increasing Medicare billing by inflating the seriousness of illnesses 

 Charging for unnecessary laboratory tests 

 Billing for services to patients that did not qualify for such care18, 19 

Ultimately the company would have to pay $1.7 billion20 in criminal and civil fines, the largest civil 
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fraud settlement the country had ever seen.21 

b. Bill Fri st and Healthcare Corporation Donations 

Throughout his career, Frist has shown a remarkable ability to garner donations from healthcare 

corporations. In 1994, the bulk of Fristôs worthð$13 million22ðwas made through his investments in 

Columbia/HCA. That year, in order to win his first election to the Senate, he had to spend $9.8 million, 

$6.2 million of which came from his own pocket.23Thus, Frist found his personal wealth, and political 

career, intimately tied to the performance his familyôs company.  

In 2000, rather then rely on HCA profits, Frist turned to other donors, a high percentage of which came 

from other healthcare corporations. According to the Center for Responsive Politics, during the 1995 to 

2000 fundraising cycle, the Senator received $9,681,265 to fund his reelection bid.24Out of this grand 

total, health care and health care related industries25 donated $1,671,329, or 17 percent of his total war 

chest (see tables).26 

 
The numbers above include all contributions from companies and political action committees (PACs), 

including subsidiaries and affiliates, as well as their respective members, employees, owners, and their 

relatives. Looking solely at donations from PACs,27 the political branches of corporations, is also 

instructive: 

 

Section 3: Fristôs Voting Record Favors Donors over Patients and Healthcare Reform 
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