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LITTLE ROCK –  Bill Gwatney of Jacksonville was the central player in one of the most intense political dramas to take place in the Arkansas Senate during our lifetimes.
In 1995 Senator Gwatney agreed to be the lead sponsor of Senate Bill 299. Known as the Any Willing Provider bill, it required health insurance companies to allow into their networks any provider who agreed to the insurer's terms. 

SB 299 was supported by physicians, hospitals and pharmacists. It was opposed by health insurance companies.

The importance of SB 299 was that it changed the rules as to who controlled the flow of hundreds of millions of dollars, and over time billions of dollars, in health care spending in Arkansas.

The bill was assigned to the Senate Committee on Public Health, Welfare and Labor, where three members were in support and three opposed. Opponents on the committee included some of the most powerful members of the Senate.

Lobbying pressure was intense. Senators complained that they couldn't even walk 50 feet to the snack stand without a special interest lobbyist cornering them and badgering them. Legislators were inundated with phone calls at all times of the day and night. When they returned home on weekends, they were approached and pressured one way or the other about SB 299. 
The relentless pressure put people on edge. Tempers flared. Some people said things in anger that they later regretted. Long-time friendships were strained.
Pressure on senators, and on Gwatney, intensified as the bill remained stuck in committee for several weeks. Ordinarily, a stalemate in committee would be enough to spoil the chances for passage of a bill, especially if a powerful interest opposed it. 
But Gwatney refused to surrender. He kept on working, trying to persuade colleagues of the potential benefits of SB 299. Finally, after weeks of effort, he was able to garner the crucial fourth vote needed to break the tie. 
And then Gwatney's hard work paid off. After it got out of committee the bill sailed through the Senate on a 32-to-1 vote, and then passed the House by an equally overwhelming margin. Soon after the bill was enacted, however, health insurance companies filed lawsuits in federal court to prevent its taking effect.

Passage of SB 299 was sustained political drama that is rarely seen in the Arkansas Senate. The emotional atmosphere it created rivaled those instances when governors have  tried to raise taxes or consolidate schools.
Gwatney's success in passing the Any Willing Provider Act came against determined and tough opposition. The battle was long and at times it was bitter. Throughout it all Bill Gwatney displayed unflinching courage.

He served in the Arkansas Senate for 10 years, from 1993 through 2002. When he died on August 13,  at the age of 48, Bill Gwatney's many friends joined his family in grief and in prayer.
During his Senate tenure, Gwatney handled legislation for the state Ethics Commission. He paid close attention to state agency budgets and took a keen interest in the state's tax structure. For example, he worked to strengthen accountability in the system of providing tax breaks to recruit industry. 

