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Baucus, Grassley Agree to Delay Medicare Pay Cuts, Extend SCHIP Funding

Key senators appeared close to finishing Medicare legislation Monday that would include a short-term delay in cuts to physician payment rates and extend funding for the State Children’s Health Insurance Program.

A Republican Finance Committee aide said Monday that committee Chairman Max Baucus, a Democrat who represents Montana, and ranking Republican Charles E. Grassley, who is from Iowa, had agreed to delay for six months a 10 percent cut to Medicare’s physician payment rates that is scheduled for Jan. 1. 

The provision is only a temporary patch, however; Medicare’s cost containment formula requires future cuts in doctor payment rates that the legislation will probably not address.

It’s likely the Senate will try to quickly pass the legislation by unanimous consent, perhaps as early as Tuesday. The measure is expected to move as a stand-alone bill.

The House appeared ready to act speedily on legislation, once the Senate passes a bill. On Monday, the House Rules Committee approved a measure that will allow the House to consider a Medicare or SCHIP bill on the floor the same day it is received from the Senate. 

According to the rule, the bill would have to come to the House before Wednesday — a signal that the Senate is expected to act by then.

Physicians Concerned

The Medicare legislation is considered must-pass because lawmakers are worried doctors will stop seeing Medicare patients if the cuts go through.

Physicians expressed concern Monday about the prospect of a delay in the pay cut that would last only six months. “The AMA is concerned about the uncertainty for both Medicare patients and physicians if Congress provides only a six-month stop-gap measure,” said AMA Board Chair Edward Langston.

Part of the difficulty in crafting legislation with a longer patch is the lack of available funding cuts that might pay for them. 

Other private-sector groups whose Medicare funding was targeted by House Democrats to pay for the provision lobbied heavily in the Senate to stop the funding cuts from going through.

Private health insurers, who receive government payments to run private versions of Medicare called Medicare Advantage, will likely avoid any cuts. 

At the beginning of the year, lawmakers, lobbyists and other observers had anticipated that the industry would be hit hard by a Democrat-crafted Medicare bill. But solid backing from the White House and Senate Republicans appears to have spared the insurers. 

Baucus and Grassley had previously sought a one- or two-year delay in the physician pay cuts that would let them avoid the issue, at least for a while; more physician pay cuts are scheduled for later years. 

However, difficulty in finding ways to pay for the legislation, along with Senate Republican leadership’s demand that the package be able to pass by unanimous consent, forced them to scale back their ambitions.

How even the current bill might be paid for is unclear. One possibility is to take money from a “stabilization fund” that is slated to pay private plans offering new services to patients in areas with relatively few Medicare services. 

A six-month delay of the physician payment cut will force lawmakers to revisit the issue before June 2008. In an election-year political environment, crafting and passing a bill could prove even more difficult than the current effort.
