February 9, 2005

LETTER TO THE EDITOR

NO MORE PRESCRIPTION DRUG SAFETY NET FOR MANY SENIORS

With the stroke of a pen, the Ehrlich Administration eliminated the State’s Senior Prescription Drug Discount Program, as of December 31, 2005.

The program, enacted in 2001, enables Medicare seniors whose incomes are $27,930 for singles and $37,470 for couples, to obtain $1,100 worth of prescription drugs annually for a monthly premium of $10.   More than 33,000 seniors are enrolled in the program.

As a member of the House Health & Government Operations Committee, as well as the sub-committees on Prescription Drugs and Long-Term Care, I am vitally concerned with senior health issues.   In 2003, I sponsored legislation, which won Assembly approval to increase the enrollment capacity of the senior drug discount program.

In eliminating the program, the Governor said that it was never meant to be permanent and that many seniors in the program will be able to continue prescription drug coverage when the new federal Medicare Prescription Drug benefit goes into effect in January 2006.

That’s not exactly accurate.   It may be the truth, but it is not the whole truth.

The Medicare Prescription Drug benefit has a serious and incredible flaw.   That flaw is known as the “doughnut hole.”   Here is how it works.   Medicare will pay 75% of drug costs up to $2,250 annually.   However, those seniors whose drug costs exceed $2,250, get no help whatsoever until they spend $5,100.   Once their annual drug spending reaches $5,100, they will receive a 95% discount.    In short, seniors who spend between $2,251 and $5,099 annually on prescriptions drugs get no help whatsoever from the program.   However, whether seniors get some or no help, every single Medicare senior pays a monthly premium, starting at $35 a month.  By 2013, these premiums will increase 65% to $58 a month.

Of Maryland’s 675,000 Medicare seniors, about 200,000 will be denied coverage under the new federal law.    Many thousands of Maryland’s Medicare seniors, excluded from coverage by the new federal law, will no longer be able to turn to the State’s Senior Prescription Drug Discount program.   It will be gone, and along with it, the safety net it provided for thousands of Maryland’s Medicare seniors.

Unfortunately, there is little I can do about this deplorable lapse in senior health care.  The federal Medicare Prescription Drug benefit must be changed by the U. S. Congress.   And because Maryland remains the only state where the legislature has only the power to cut the budget, we can do nothing to restore the State’s Senior Prescription Drug Discount Program.   Unlike the other 49 states, Maryland has an Executive budget.   We in the General Assembly do not have the power to move monies from one program to another.   Nor can we add money to the budget.

I have supported a constitutional amendment to the State Constitution that would give the General Assembly the same budgetary powers that other state lawmaking bodies have.   Until such a constitutional amendment is approved, members of the Maryland Legislature can only stand by while a vital senior health care program is terminated.

Sincerely,

Eric M. Bromwell

