February 22, 2005

TO:  THE PEOPLE OF THE 8TH LEGISLATIVE DISTRICT

UPDATE  -  THE STATE’S SENIOR PRESCRIPTION DRUG DISCOUNT PROGRAM

About two weeks ago, I informed that the State’s Senior Prescription Drug Discount Program would expire on December 31st because Governor Ehrlich had cut the program’s funding from the FY 2006 budget.

The Governor’s reasoning was that the 33,000 seniors in the program would be eligible on January 1, 2006 for prescription drug discounts under the federal Medicare prescription drug program.

I pointed out that was not necessarily so.   Indeed, many seniors being dumped from the State program would not be covered under the federal program.

The federal drug program has a huge coverage gap.   Under the federal plan, seniors who spend up to $2,250 annually on prescription drugs will receive a 75% discount.   However, seniors who spend between $2,251 and $5,099 annually on prescription medicines will receive absolutely no discount.   When a senior spends $5,100 or more on prescriptions annually, he or she will be eligible for a 95% discount.   It should be emphasized that all Medicare seniors, whether they are eligible for federal discounts or not, will have to pay the monthly premium of $35.

Of Maryland’s 675,000 seniors, about 200,000 will be denied coverage because of the federal program’s coverage gap.

I am pleased to report that it now appears that a plan has been devised to enable the state to prevent seniors in the successful state program from being frozen out of prescription drug discounts by the gap in the federal plan’s coverage.   The proposed plan would take $14 million annually from Blue Cross and Blue Shield to fill in the federal coverage gaps for people now in the state program.  The plan will subsidize 75% of deductibles for beneficiaries and pay $25 of their monthly federal premium.  The cost will total $487.50 for each enrollee.   At this time, it looks like the plan will have the Governor’s support.

