MEDICARE:  
 

PAY HIKE FOR ODs TO TAKE EFFECT (FOR NOW) AND 21% SYSTEM-WIDE CUT AVERTED (FOR NOW)
 

The four-year, $288 million Medicare payment boost for ODs will take effect as scheduled on January 1st, thanks to the updated practice expense survey data provided to CMS and AOA's rapid response efforts.  This means that for the time being, the aggressive lobbying and media campaign by the medical specialty groups facing payment reductions has been effectively countered, and the improved Medicare payment structure remains in place.   Nevertheless, the opposing groups have made it clear that they intend to continue to try to invalidate or undermine the survey data as they seek relief in the new year.  This one isn't over yet. 
 

Over the weekend, Congress gave final approval to the FY' 2010 Defense Department appropriations bill which included a provision aimed at temporarily blocking (through the end of February) the massive 21% Medicare physician payment cut that was due to take effect on January 1st.  Although the President is expected to sign the legislation, this approach does not end the uncertainty facing doctors, especially since it appears that Congressional leaders have decided to consider long-term Medicare physician payment reform separately from health care reform.  Given the timing of the temporary fix, CMS has instructed carriers to hold 2010 claims for the first 10 business days of January (January 1 through January 15) to ensure they are processed correctly. All claims for services delivered on or before December 31, 2009, will be processed and paid under normal procedures.
 

 

HEALTH CARE REFORM:
 

AOA-BACKED PROVISIONS ADVANCING BUT STILL AT RISK
 

As the Washington, DC battle over health care reform begins to enter the endgame, the AOA is working to ensure that the concerns of ODs and optometry students are heard loud and clear on Capitol Hill.  Many thanks to the ODs, students and patients who responded to last week's call to action in support of the AOA-backed provider non-discrimination language that was under attack.  There will be more alerts and more Federal Keyperson activity in the days ahead.  
 

This week, the U.S. Senate will continue to debate and take procedural votes on its version of health care reform legislation through Thursday (Christmas Eve) when there will be a vote on passage, which under Senate rules requires a supermajority of 60 "Yea" votes.   The expectation is that the Christmas Eve vote will be entirely along party lines, with all 58 Democrats and 2 Independents supporting the bill and all 40 Republicans opposing it.  
 

According to the Congressional Budget Office, the legislation the Senate will be voting on will extend health insurance coverage to tens of millions of uninsured Americans and cost $871 billion over the next 10 years.
 

Selected Provisions in the Senate Bill:
 

Federal Provider Non-Discrimination, Section 2706 -- AOA-backed Harkin Amendment, sponsored by Sen. Tom Harkin (D-IA), would establish new Federal provider non-discrimination safeguards aimed at eliminating the harmful practice of health plan discrimination against whole classes of providers, including optometrists.  Although the insurance industry, organized medicine and, most recently, a national coalition of surgical groups have mobilized to strip the Harkin Amendment, it remains in the Senate bill. 
 

Vision Health Included in School-based Health Centers, Section 399Z / Manager's Amendment Section 10402 -- Sen. Chris Dodd (D-CT) led a successful AOA-backed effort to add vision to the core services included in a new program to expand the health services provided to children and adolescents through school-based health clinics.      
 

Pediatric Vision Care Recognized as Essential Health Benefit, Section 1302 -- The Senate bill responds to AOA's call to make children's vision a health care priority by requiring all health plans offering coverage to the uninsured and employees of small businesses through a state-based insurance exchange to include vision care as an essential benefit for children.  Under the provisions of the bill, the benefit would be defined after the legislation becomes law, a process the AOA is already gearing up to impact.  
 

If the Senate bill passes on Christmas Eve, as is widely expected, a conference committee will be appointed and begin working to merge it with the health care reform bill approved by the House in November.  This process is expected to take between two and four weeks, and would be followed by final "up or down" votes in both chambers.  All AOA-backed provisions will be at risk in this conferencing process, and the continued involvement of AOA members, Federal Keypersons and state affiliate leaders and staff will be essential to including optometry-specific provisions in the final bill. 
 

