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Baucus Seeks Support For 18-Month Physician Pay Patch 
On Friday, Senate Finance Chairman Max Baucus plans to ask more than 50
medical provider groups, but not the American Medical Association, to
coalesce around a single plan to extend the current Medicare physician
pay rates until the end of next year, committee aides said.
The AMA will be excluded from the informal meeting because it has balked
at a "balloon financing" that would impose higher cuts in the future.
The $8.4 billion bill under discussion in the Senate would impose a 21
percent pay cut on Jan. 1, 2010.

At the meeting, Baucus will promise to revisit the payment structure
next year to stop that pay cut. "Everyone knows -- Baucus, [Finance
ranking member Charles] Grassley, everyone. They're not going to let
that 20 percent pay cut go into effect," a committee aide said.
"We appreciate the bipartisan effort and hard work being done to address
this serious access-to-health-care problem and are urging Congress to
provide 18 months of positive payment updates," said an AMA spokeswoman.
"We are also [eager] to bring a close to this annual ritual of
scrambling to avoid pending cuts of increasing magnitude, which is not
sustainable over the long term."


Sen. Debbie Stabenow, D-Mich., a member of the Finance Committee, is
sponsoring legislation supported by the AMA that would give physicians a
1.8 percent increase through next year and not impose a later pay cut.
That bill would cost roughly $40 billion over five years.
"It's expensive," Stabenow said. "I put forward what I think is the
right thing to do."

Because Republicans have opposed cuts to private Medicare Advantage
plans, the only substantive revenue raiser available, Stabenow
acknowledged that her proposal will have to be scaled back. "We're not
going to get, obviously, the update. ... We know that's uphill," she
said. "We're going to try to get it, and if they're willing to do it
with the cliff, 18 months, we're going to do our best."
The 21 percent pay cut in 2010 reflects the pay that physicians would
receive under the Medicare reimbursement formula established by the 1997
Balanced Budget Act if Congress had not intervened.
The formula is widely acknowledged as unworkable, but a long-term fix is
expensive. According to CBO, keeping physicians' pay rates at current
levels through 2018 with no inflation increases would cost $60 billion
over five years and $220 billion over 10 years.
Currently, physicians are facing a 10 percent cut in Medicare payments
July 1 if Congress doesn't act. Baucus and other lawmakers say an
18-month patch would give them time next year, under a new
administration, to address the formula in a more comprehensive and
permanent fashion.


Invitees to Friday's meeting include the American College of Surgeons,
the American College of Physicians, the American College of Cardiology,
and some clinician groups.


"What they need to hear from Baucus is that he wants an 18-month fix,"
the aide said. "Specialty groups have to get to a place where they all
want the same thing." A united front among divergent health providers
will strengthen lawmakers' hands in negotiations with the
administration.


Committee staffers have initiated talks with the Centers for Medicare
and Medicaid Services and the White House about the next Medicare bill,
with the hope of avoiding last year's breakdown in talks that resulted
in a "skinny" six-month extension of the current physician payment rate
with no new policy changes. 

 

Personally I am said to see the AMA cut from discussions (as they support a stronger package and the government feels that they weak).  As usual, we physicians are weaker by being divided.  
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