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After getting off to a promising start last fall, the new Medicare prescription drug program has stumbled badly in
recent weeks, leaving tens of thousands of patients unable to obtain essential medicines. We can only hope that
Medicare officials fix the glitches quickly before public disenchantment undermines prospects for enrolling
enough people to give the new program real prospects for success. When the dust settles, it will be imperative to
pinpoint how the problems arose, how much they reflect government ineptitude or malfeasance by private
companies, and how further fiascos can be avoided.

The immediate problems have little to do with the most common complaint against the program, namely that
many people find it dreadfully confusing to choose a good drug plan from a bewildering array of options offered
by private insurers. Instead, most of the snags occurred in the part that should have been the easiest to execute
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smoothly - the automatic switchover of more than six million poor people from the Medicaid programsin their
home states to the new Medicare drug program.

The Medicaid recipients were randomly assigned to a private drug plan, with the option to switch to another if
they were dissatisfied. Along the way, as data bounced from one bureaucracy and set of computers to the next,
some people's names dropped out of the system. Others, though listed as enrolled, were not earmarked as they
should have been for the lowest level of co-payments. Thus many poor people found that when they showed up at
the pharmacy they either were denied coverage or were asked to pay hundreds of dollarsin deductibles or co-
payments. Pharmacists who tried to call the private drug plans could seldom get through. And some plans
improperly refused to approve drugs during the transition as they were required to.

Nobody knows how many people were affected, but officials acknowledge it may be in the tens of thousands.
Cdlifornia alone says that some 200,000 of its one million Medicaid patients had trouble getting medications
during the switchover, an astonishing error rate. More than 20 states stepped in to guarantee drug coverage until
the glitches are resolved. They had little choice, given the potentially catastrophic consequences for people who
depend on their medicines to keep mental illness at bay, pain at tolerable levels and diabetes or other ailments
under control.

Thisis adisheartening setback for a critical program and we can only hope that Michael Leavitt, the secretary of
health and human services, isright that after everyone has used the new drug card at least once, the system will
run more smoothly.

If not, any further snags are apt to throw a cloud over the whole program just when it desperately needs to attract
more participants. Officials have been trying to deflect the recent bad news with exaggerated claims of success.
Mr. Leavitt announced with great pride that some 24 million of the elderly had drug coverage. But 20 million of
those 24 million aready had drug coverage, through retiree plans, Medicaid or other programs.

The real measure of success will be how many people sign up who previously had little or no drug coverage - a
pool estimated at 12 million to 14 million, or possibly more. Only about 3.6 million signed up voluntarily for
Medicare's new stand-alone drug plansin the first 60 days of the enrollment period - a modest figure undoubtedly
due at least in part to the complexity of the system. Worse yet, those who would benefit the most from the new
drug coverage, namely low-income people entitled to specia subsidies, have been disproportionately slow to sign

up.

Federal officials and private health plans will have to reach out more vigoroudly to raise the numbers before the
enrollment period ends on May 15. They have along way to go to prove their argument that their approach was
better than that of a classic federal program like the original Medicare. Their efforts will not be helped if further
glitches continue to tar the program's image.

Next Articlein Opinion (1 of 9) >

Related Articles

http://ww.nytimes.com/2006/01/22/opi nion/22sunl.html ?th& emc=th (2 of 4)1/22/2006 1:40:36 AM


http://www.nytimes.com/2006/01/22/opinion/22marias.html

The Medicare Drug Mess - New York Times

. President Tells Insurersto Aid Ailing Medicare Drug Plan (January 16, 2006)

« Nursing Homes Confront New Drug Plan's Hurdles (January 15, 2006)

. 3 Over aMillion on Medicare Sign Up for New Drug Plan (December 23, 2005)
- [ White House Triesto Trim Military Cost (December 6, 2005)

Related Searches

. Drugs (Pharmaceuticals)
. Medicare

Inside NYTimes.com

The Ghosts
of Seydou Keita

—I»
e D

IR MAGAZINE

A Great Ballerina's Next Steps

Standing Classical Music on Its Ear

http://ww.nytimes.com/2006/01/22/opi nion/22sunl.html ?th& emc=th (3 of 4)1/22/2006 1:40:36 AM


http://www.nytimes.com/2006/01/16/politics/16drug.html?fta=y
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/01/15/national/15nurse.html?fta=y
http://select.nytimes.com/gst/abstract.html?res=F00B11F73F540C708EDDAB0994DD404482&fta=y&incamp=archive:article_related
http://select.nytimes.com/gst/abstract.html?res=F00B11F73F540C708EDDAB0994DD404482&fta=y&incamp=archive:article_related
http://select.nytimes.com/gst/abstract.html?res=F50D17F838550C758CDDAB0994DD404482&fta=y&incamp=archive:article_related
http://select.nytimes.com/gst/abstract.html?res=F50D17F838550C758CDDAB0994DD404482&fta=y&incamp=archive:article_related
http://query.nytimes.com/search/query?ppds=des&v1=DRUGS+%28PHARMACEUTICALS%29&fdq=19960101&td=sysdate&sort=newest&ac=DRUGS+%28PHARMACEUTICALS%29&rt=1%2Cdes%2Corg%2Cper%2Cgeo
http://query.nytimes.com/search/query?ppds=des&v1=MEDICARE&fdq=19960101&td=sysdate&sort=newest&ac=MEDICARE&rt=1%2Cdes%2Corg%2Cper%2Cgeo
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/01/22/arts/design/22rips.html?8hpib
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/01/22/arts/design/22rips.html?8hpib
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/01/22/arts/design/22rips.html?8hpib
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/01/22/magazine/22whelan.html?8hpib
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/01/22/magazine/22whelan.html?8hpib
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/01/22/arts/music/22eich.html?8hpib
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/01/22/arts/music/22eich.html?8hpib

The Medicare Drug Mess - New York Times

-1

| ! g .1-.‘:.
J{i‘l :'t e

WEEK INJREVIEW

Yuks in
Translation

% Dowd: Googling Past the Graveyard

Copyright 2006The New Y ork Times Company Home Privacy Policy Search Corrections XML Help Contact Us
Work for Us Site Map Back to Top

http://ww.nytimes.com/2006/01/22/opi nion/22sunl.html ?th& emc=th (4 of 4)1/22/2006 1:40:36 AM


http://www.nytimes.com/2006/01/22/weekinreview/22murphy.html?8hpib
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/01/22/weekinreview/22murphy.html?8hpib
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/01/22/weekinreview/22murphy.html?8hpib
http://select.nytimes.com/2006/01/21/opinion/21dowd.html?8hpib
http://select.nytimes.com/2006/01/21/opinion/21dowd.html?8hpib
http://www.nytimes.com/ref/membercenter/help/copyright.html
http://www.nytco.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/ref/membercenter/help/privacy.html
http://query.nytimes.com/search/advanced/
http://www.nytimes.com/corrections.html
http://www.nytimes.com/rss
http://www.nytimes.com/membercenter/sitehelp.html
http://www.nytimes.com/membercenter/formh.html
http://www.nytdigital.com/careers
http://spiderbites.nytimes.com/

	nytimes.com
	The Medicare Drug Mess - New York Times


	ENKGJJMMBPPNOOJDCHMBPOBDKDFIJCLC: 
	form1: 
	x: 
	f1: full
	f2: 
	f3: [nyt]

	f4: 

	form2: 
	x: 
	f1: 1
	f2: http%3a%2f%2fwww%2enytimes%2ecom%2f2006%2f01%2f22%2fopinion%2f22sun1%2ehtml
	f3: The%20Medicare%20Drug%20Mess
	f4: We%20can%20only%20hope%20that%20Medicare%20officials%20fix%20the%20glitches%20quickly%20before%20public%20disenchantment%20undermines%20prospects%20for%20enrolling%20enough%20people%20to%20give%20the%20new%20program%20real%20prospects%20for%20success%2e
	f5: 1124994417285
	f6: 20060122
	f7: 
	f8: Editorial
	f9: The%20New%20York%20Times
	f10: Opinion
	f11: www%2enytimes%2ecom%2fop%5fed
	f12: drugs%2b%2528pharmaceuticals%2529%3bmedicare%3bsuggested%255fopinion%3beditorial%3b
	f13: ne+DB9lFYgVqiFodONiOow


	form3: 
	x: 
	f1: http://www.nytimes.com/2006/01/22/opinion/22sun1.html
	f2: The Medicare Drug Mess
	f3: Drugs (Pharmaceuticals)
	f4: des
	f5: Medicare
	f6: mdes
	f7: call
	f8: 1





