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The Latest in Health Care 
By Charles Joffe-Halpern 
Thursday, July 15, 2004 - Prescription Advantage, the state-sponsored prescription drug insurance plan, will conduct an open enrollment period that will end Sept. 30, 2004. 

The program covers Massachusetts residents age 65 or older and younger, low-income individuals with disabilities. We are encouraging residents to contact Ecu-Health Care now to start the enrollment process. 

The outline of the program is as follows: members pay premiums, deductibles, and co-payments based on their gross annual household income. There is no monthly premium for single individuals with incomes under $16,863 a year, or for married couples with combined incomes below $23,480. Incomes above those levels have a graduated premium schedule. 

All Massachusetts residents over the age of 65 are eligible if they are not receiving prescription drug benefits under Medicaid. 

Residents under age 65 are also eligible if they work 40 or fewer hours per month, are disabled, and have gross annual household incomes at or below 188 percent of the federal poverty level. For the vast majority of Massachusetts elders and disabled, this is a terrific deal. 

Margie Ware, the regional director of SHINE (Serving Health Insurance Needs of Elders) has been handling scores of inquiries from area residents about the recently implemented Medicare discount cards. She observes: "From the calls we have received about the discount drug card program, I would estimate that 75 percent of the individuals who called about the discount cards may very well be better served by enrolling in Prescription Advantage. 

What many individuals do not realize is that health insurance and prescription coverage should be re-evaluated every year or two. Plans change, a person's health status changes, financial circumstances change. 

Even if an individual has decided not to join Prescription Advantage in the past, they would be well advised to reinvestigate the program. It may now be appropriate where it was not previously." 

What are the health risks for our seniors without drug coverage? According to a recent survey conducted by The Kaiser Family Foundation, the Commonwealth Fund, and Tufts-New England Medical Center, more than 35 percent of all seniors without drug coverage had not filled a prescription or had skipped doses of medications. Even patients with severe and chronic medical conditions like heart disease and diabetes, which can be successfully controlled with medication, often go without them because of their cost. 

These seniors incur avoidable hospitalizations twice as often as seniors with drug coverage. 

Here is our challenge: Most public health coverage programs in the United States are significantly under-enrolled. 

There are three primary reason for this: 

1) Individuals don't know these programs exist. 

2) If they know about these programs, they don't believe they are eligible. 

3) The application process is too unwieldy. 

Many seniors are relatively isolated and need extra assistance accessing these programs. With Prescription Advantage, the limited enrollment period means that we must act quickly! So what can we do about it? 

In North Berkshire, Ecu-Health Care, and SHINE will be coordinating an aggressive outreach effort through broadcast and print media, flyer distribution, and public speaking. If we are to enroll a significant number of individuals into Prescription Advantage, it is important that we reach both seniors and their family members who help care for them. 

With the allocation of state funds to create Prescription Advantage, Massachusetts has given our seniors the message that we care about their health and well being and that we want the quality of their lives to be improved. Now we must roll up our sleeves and get to work! 

In the next couple of months, lets make sure every North Berkshire senior and qualified disabled person who needs prescription drug coverage gets enrolled in this valuable program. Please contact Ecu-Health Care at 663-8711 for assistance. 

Charles Joffe-Halpern is the director of Ecu-Health Care. His column appears Thursdays. 
