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Lynda DeLaforgue is the co-director of the statewide public interest organization Citizen Action/Illinois.

Citizen Action/Illinois is a state affiliate of the national organization USAction..

Medicare Part D made historic changes that directly impact the health and welfare of 42 million people in America.  Given the widespread controversy with which the law has been met, it would be a great disservice to our Medicare population if we did not question whether this system, as it is currently structured under the control of private insurance plans, can truly provide affordable, comprehensive prescription coverage to our nation’s most vulnerable population.  

Since 2004 Citizen Action/Illinois in partnership with the Illinois Alliance for Retired Americans has been organizing forums across Illinois to educate people about the new Medicare Drug Law.  The forums have been attended by over 1000 seniors, disabled, and the service providers who work with these populations.  When we first started this public education drive we knew few details about the plans.  Even so, it quickly became evident that this benefit was so complicated it was impossible to “simply” enroll in a plan. One had to navigate, maneuver, steer, decipher, and manipulate your way through a lengthy process.  

This was our first major warning sign.  How can we expect people who often live alone, with dwindling resources, and limited mental and physical capacity to “navigate” any system?  At this point Dr. Sidney Bild, a leader of Metro Seniors in Action of Chicago, coined the phrase that the new Medicare law was more like “Elder Abuse” than real help. We have to agree.  Many people come to our events with bags of full of prescriptions and files of paperwork desperately seeking answers and help. Many times we have looked into a senior’s eyes and seen tears of frustration, confusion, and even fear.  It shouldn’t be this way.  It’s not right.

By the time the actual plans were made public in late fall 2005, Citizen Action had developed a “Medicare Drug Guide for the Cautious Consumer”.  This was necessary because the sheer complexity of the law left numerous opportunities for misinformation. Medicare enrollees must contend with a variety of high pressure sales tactics used by commissioned independent agents who try to coerce them to leave traditional Medicare and enroll in managed care plans, as well as purchase other lines of insurance that their company might offer. 

We have heard testimony at our forums regarding insurance agents who were granted entry to senior housing centers.  Once inside they signed up residents by the dozens for their plan with no regard for the prescription or health needs of the individual.  The seniors handed over their checking account numbers so that the insurer could automatically debit them for the monthly premium.  It is not uncommon for insurers to hold events that offer free meals in local restaurants to lure seniors into plans.  We tell seniors never to go to these events alone – always take a buddy so that you can protect yourself.  A copy of the latest version of the “Cautious Consumer 
Guide” is available for the members and the record today.  The guide is updated monthly to capture the ever changing issues that continue to emerge.
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Over the past year Citizen Action/Illinois also participated in the “Make Medicare Work Coalition”, a group of providers and advocates in Chicago working together to try to figure out how to make this thing work. It is important to note that the hidden cost of the Medicare drug law is the public and private resources that fund service providers, community groups, state government agencies and even pharmacies, most of them working with no additional resources and limited capacity.  The elaborateness of the private plans and structure of the law requires that people get counseling on a case by case basis creating long waits for appointments and jammed phone hotlines. Even with all of these extra resources working overtime, all too often we are left feeling like we are putting band-aids on a gaping wound.  That is because all of our efforts can never change what is systemically wrong with this law.  Only Congress can do that.

Only Congress can deliver a benefit that gives Medicare the right to negotiate for the best price, which is the only way that taxpayers and beneficiaries will be able to afford this program over the long haul.  We need a benefit that doesn’t force seniors and disabled to choose between dozens of intricate private insurance plans, but gives them a simple, comprehensive add-on benefit under Medicare.  They need a benefit that has affordable, consistent, universal premiums and co-pays, and NO doughnut hole.  Medicare beneficiaries need a benefit that doesn’t require them to navigate changing formularies, multiple tiers, prior-authorizations, step therapies, limits on quantity of drugs, and plan switching every month or year. We need a benefit that does not rely on private insurance plans that can come and go, and doesn’t put the Medicare population at the mercy of profit driven corporations.  This current benefit has created a two-tiered system that delivers Cadillac coverage to those that can afford it, while placing the sickest and the poorest into barebones plans that limit access and coverage, forcing the most vulnerable to jump through stressful, time consuming bureaucratic hoops that cause gaps in their ability to get health care. 

Our nation has worked hard to create our universal health care system for the elderly and disabled. Medicare helped take this population out of poverty and it gave them dignity. The Medicare Improvement and Modernization Act is not modernizing Medicare, instead it is shifting us backwards in history to a time when the oldest and poorest of our country struggled to get adequate health care. We need one, simple, universal benefit under Medicare, that is not controlled by the big drug and insurance industries.  Citizen Action/Illinois is fully committed to working with Congress to help make this happen. We are calling on Congress to go back to the drawing table and work out a plan to take our Medicare back.  
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