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Good morning.  My name is Susan Vega.  I am the Senior Advocate at Alivio Medical Center.  Alivio Medical Center serves the largely Latino community areas of Pilsen, Little Village, Back of the Yards, Brighton Park, Mc Kinley Park, Archer Heights on Chicago’s near southwest side.  I’ve been working on Medicare and Medicare related issues for six years and have counseled thousands of Medicare beneficiaries and their families.  I have to tell you, this is the biggest mess I have ever seen.  While there were certainly glitches in the Medicare + Choice programs first implemented in the mid 1990s they were often technical and / or procedural.  Sometimes they involved payment or billing snafus.  The kinds of problems that the Medicare Part D plans are causing are more health status, life and death issues.  Almost all of the problems are being caused by the basic flaw in the program that made it an insurance program involving private entities rather than a real benefit program.  I was going to say that the biggest problem is, and quickly had to switch to the biggest problems are:
· Poor or no customer service from the prescription drug plans.  They are just not answering the phones.  The phones are busy, you’re put on hold for long periods of time (I was on hold for an hour and a half in one case) and then the system disconnects.

· No standards in formularies and co-payments - the price should just be the price.

· Poor initial implementation.  With the billions of dollars being spent on rolling this program out there should not be the level of confusion and problems beneficiaries are experiencing.

· Lack of accountability.  We applaud the state of Illinois for stepping in to help people.  CMS should be working harder on fixing the problems.
· Lack of people trained to assist people in Spanish and other languages.

· Lack of people trained to work with older people.

· Relying on community organizations with scant resources to fix the problems caused by this seriously flawed legislation and not compensating them.

The real problem is that elderly, sick poor people cannot get their medicine.  Shame on you – the private companies, the pharmacies and the architects of this disaster.

