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Lawmakers detail drug-plan complaints
Pharmacies, elders report problems

By Jeffrey Krasner, Globe Staff
January 6, 2006

Staffers for senators and representatives from New England states yesterday described a
litany ofproblems with this week's rollout of the new Medicare prescription drug plan
during a conference call with federal regulators.

According to staffers who participated in theprivate phone briefing, seniors are having
problems getting prescriptions filled and pharmacists are finding it difficult to access data
to detennine customer's coverage status. As a result, they say, some seniors going
without needed medications.

"I can't think of anything that's generated more calls and requests for help and cries of
distress," said Representative Barney Frank, Democrat of Newton. "We're just busy
helping individuals do what they need to get coverage. This shouldn't have happened."

Representative Martin Meehan:, Democrat of Lowell, said in a statement, "My offices
have been inundated with calls from seniors who are confounded" by the new drug
benefit. "I opposed the law that created this program because the drug benefit is
inadequate and overly complex," he said.

According to some who participated in the conference call, issues discussed included: .

. Problems for pharmacies in Maine, Vermont, and Connecticut billing drug plans
for prescriptions filled under the new system.
Data problems that have made it difficult for pharmacists in Vennont to use a
government help line to determine whether customers have signed up for
coverage.
A large number of seniors turned away from Cape Cod drug stores because
pharmacists couldn't verify their coverage.

.

.

"This is from towns all around the Cape and different pharmacies," said Steven
Broderick, a spokesman for Representative William Delahunt, Democrat of Quincy.
"We'd certainly like the problem fixed before anybody else gets turned away."

Roseanne Pawelec, a spokeswoman for the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services,
or CMS, which oversees the plan, said the conference call was intended to uncover
problems so government officials can fix them.

"This call was all about working closely with our partners in the community," she said.
"What we most need is for our congressional offices to supply us with specifics when



they are hearing about problems with medical benefits when seniors are at the pharmacy
counter. "

The Medicare drug benefit, called Part D, took effect Sunday. Under the plan,
Massachusetts seniors and many disabled people can choose from more than 40 coverage
plans. They provide insurance for prescription drugs through a dizzying array of
premiums, co-pays, and coverage limits. The coverage is offered by private companies,
not Medicare.

CMS officials said some problems can be attributed to a surge in enrollment in the last
few weeks of2005. Recent enrollees may not have received cards to verify enrollment.
Those who only have letters from their insurer must get their coverage verified by
pharmacists. "This kind of delay is not much different than what would happen for
someone who took a new job and got insurance the day before they went to the
pharmacy," said Pawelec.

CMS is urging insurance companies to increase capacity of help lines so pharmacists can
confirm enrollment faster and to simplify the patient information they send to the
government. Yesterday, CMS also held a phone conference with pharmacists to instruct
them in filling prescriptions for patients without drug cards.

The steps have not allayed the concerns of some elected officials.

"The implementation of the new Medicare prescription drug benefit has been a disaster,"
said Senator.Edward M. Kennedy, Democrat of Massachusetts, in a statement. "Medicaid
patients, who are some of the frailest members of society, have been left without the
medications they need. Pharmacists have been overwhelmed and overworked - and the
administration hasn't provided them the tools needed to implement the new plan."

A follow-up call between New Engla..'1dcongressional staff and CMS officials is set for
next week.

Jeffi-eyKrasner can be reached at krasner@globe.com
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CONGRJ:SSMAN~FR.ANx".id . U1DpasearlieriIIisyear. (GazetteI'IIot8by
visit to MiddJeboro TmnaU.u ODM~Dday .JaaeLopa)
night to address the Medicare 8m ~ ~

Cong. Frank. .'.
meDtwouJd pay $1.080. and the
recipient would be responsible
for $J,920.lCme recipic:nt'$ an-
Dalal drug costs were SS.)oo.
which is $420 per month. the
gOwmmeDt wou1d pay $1,080
and the n:cipieDl \Ye»IId pay
$4,020. Once the recipient"s
drolS txpcDSe5 exceed $$,JOO,
the goVCJJlJDCDtpicksup a larger
shate of the COSt.

C'ongressman Frank said
some ofme otberprobJems with
the bill included an -experimcot
with privatization- of the.
Medicate system, wbich is being
conducted as part of rJUsbill in
six meb'O-sratistical are8S...11Us
program wouJd enable private
insurers to offer compebttg bros
with Medicare in those six areas.
Some argue rbaI this wiD give
seniors more options, whilo
oilier argue tbat it wiU force
seniors into managed care plans
dUllme)' can't afford.

Another issue wjtb me bill is
th,n ir continue:J toP3D import-
ing chugs wm Canada or other
countries.

"The argumeut that we arr; pay for rbat re$e8rcb.Jus!ead be
given is thar drugs in Canada believesme.fCderaJ~J ..

area Or safe. aad therefoR; WG s.bouJdprovidc pbanDaceulicaJ
C8I1~aIIow.AJnericaDsro imporr compmies wiIh subsidies for Ie-
th~ .. the c»DgI'CSSID8D said.. ~ andIot betkr lax bn2b
It}.{y~ is - day IJead for'rcseardL
a1»UIa Jor DEdead CaDadita... BefOreCoDgresmaDFtaDk.s
fi'omlaJdnsbadps1Js.rnbe1icvt Medicare preSeDJarioD be
lbat.- received recognition &omthe

A thirdissue me congressman :MiddleboroYouth A.dvocates
has withtilebill is tileJaa th8tit for his "connnuoussupport for
wilt not allow the federal COQmmnirysenticeforlisstthne
gOVcmmentto negonale with offenders." The JAIRUS
drug.compaNesin Ami:ricafoE pro~ led by Pastor Loren
lOwer prices -evea Ihough they Dec1a:r. who also serves on the:
negoIiarcwiJhlotsofOtbcrCOlQ- . MYA board» works wida first
paniCS,. like airlines» becaDse time offenders to help tbcm
theYbuy in buJk. meet tb~r community setVice

ID defense of the high coot of requiremeD~ and get their life
dmgs, drug companies say that back on track. TOWDmanager
costs are 50high. not becauseit and MYA co-chairman John
costs 50 mwm to JJ)akethe dro~ .Healy, who presented tbe certifi-
but .because they have to com- cate to Mr. FJ'8D~nOted lbat the
peDsate tbem$eJves for the program is being recQgnizedas a
money they spent on drugs dlat model progrBln. and that the
dOJl'r JPake it t() markcL Rep. JAIRUS program's director and
Fnutksaid tbatwb1le he amdu- found") Pastor Decker, has
standS that. he doesn't believe received numerous reqpe5rs to
chat the cancer patient or the expand rhe program lbronghour
parientwith bean disease sbou1d the area and the Cape.
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ong. Frank blasts M~dicarebin at local forum
By V1<;TOlUA

DeMORAL~11,..LE
Special Writer

MIDDLEBORO -Speaking
at a DemocracyinAction forom
in tbe Town Hall auditorium
Monday night, Congressman.
Barney Frank-saidthe Medicare
billrecenlly signed.into law by
President Bush includes
tlsweeping changes" and
"peculiar provisions." The
swe-epingchanges, the longtime
Democral lawmaker said, in-
cl-ude prescription drug
coverage, which.would go into
effect in 2Q06.Provisions that
include a yearly hike in
premiums, a deductible, co-
pays, and a "donut hole" make
the term "coverage" a bit ques-
tionable,he asserted,

The congressman's visi1was
hosted by theDemocracyin Ac-
tion Committee, a small group
of local (;itizenswhohave.been
sponsoringa forumseries at the
MiddleboroPublicLibrarysince

'ast October. The pUIpOse of the
forum is to .affordcitizens the
opportunity to explorlSrecollt
and controversialdomestice.ud
foreignpolicyissues.

To further bis point. on
problems with Medicare,Rep.

. Franksaidthatthe'waythebill. .

worksis that first theMecllcaro
reoipien& wO\Jld pay an os-
timated $420 yeady premium.
tbell 8 $250 deductible, "and.
th~nthi&bUlwill coveryo\l1'e.,,- .
penses, 80 pOtCeDtof' your ex.
penses, up to.S2..2S0a year,"
Then the government stop.
paying until the tecipient'a deuS
costs. reach SS,lOO. Th~
coverage gap betwecn .$2,2'0
and $5,100 is being caUedtho.
"dol1Uthole,II}, is a way' for the
govcroment'0 decreasetlw COlt
9f the program.

Thili means that if tho
. Medicare recipiell~'8deuSbill
was $3,000 a year, the govern-

(please contlnue on page 8)
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MIDDLEBOROYOtnH ADVOCACYrep- Tracy Deiovtch of the SoutheastCenrer fol'
resentatlvespreaeDta c:lblUontoCongressman Healthy Conumtnlties, who also sits on the
Barney Frank. aecondCromright, for hissup. JAJRUSboard, JAmUs director LorenD~k-
port fOfyoutb program" particularly th~ to- er, COilareS5man Frank, and Middl~boro
c:any based JAJRUS Agency,clurInla vlsl' to Town1\lan~&erJohnHealey.8 memberof the
MlddleboroMondaynight.From leet are MYAboard. (GazettePhotoby JaneLopes) .
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