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          1  COMMITTEE ON AGING

          2                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: We are going to

          3  start the meeting now because most of us are here,

          4  and those who will be coming naturally will be

          5  welcome and we will take seats and we will proceed.

          6                 My name is Julia Harrison and I am a

          7  neighbor from around the corner, and I am also a

          8  member of the City Council for the last 12, 13

          9  years, and I am also the Chairperson for the

         10  Committee on Aging on the City Council.

         11                 We are going to hold a hearing this

         12  morning on the subject of the impact of the changes

         13  in Medicare on the health maintenance organizations

         14  and how that will impact on people who are dependent

         15  on HMOs for care.

         16                 Before I begin, two points:

         17                 1) There will be a translator

         18  available for people who speak Russian, we have a

         19  Russian translator who will be speaking. Marissa is

         20  all the way in the back, and she will be asking

         21  questions for those of the Russian community who

         22  want to pose questions to the Chair and she will

         23  explain what has been going on.

         24                 And then we have a Chinese

         25  translator, right up front here. So for those of us
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          2  of the Asian community and speak one language or the

          3  other of Chinese, we have translators.

          4                 I want to say that I am going to read

          5  an opening statement to you which will summarize, or

          6  introduce the topic rather, and I want to also

          7  introduce my colleague, Council Member Una Clarke,

          8  who has traveled here all the way from Brooklyn, and

          9  I think she deserves a good hand for that, and my

         10  other colleagues who are on the staff, Heather

         11  Galfunt, who is my legal aid, and Miriam Burns, who

         12  is my social worker director. Al Mullen, who is

         13  representing the Mayor of the City of New York, and

         14  our staff of Sergeant-At-Arms. I am sorry, your

         15  name?

         16                 SERGEANT-AT-ARM SERVENTI: Joe

         17  Serventi.

         18                 SERGEANT-AT-ARM PEREZ: Rafael Perez.

         19                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Okay, thank

         20  you.

         21                 So, those are the people who are

         22  here, and we are taking the recording, we are taking

         23  the minutes as they occur on the machine so that

         24  every word this morning that is spoken will be

         25  recorded for posterity, and now I will read to you
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          2  the introduction, okay?

          3                 Since the original Medicare

          4  legislation was passed in 1965, there has been

          5  serious erosion of recovery. As the cost of medical

          6  care has been steadily rising, the expenses incurred

          7  by the Medicare beneficiaries have been rising too.

          8                 However, as we all know, incomes have

          9  not been keeping pace with the increases in the

         10  medical costs. Now many Medicare beneficiaries have

         11  been signing up with health maintenance

         12  organizations, because they seem, on the surface at

         13  least, to present a reasonable method of access to

         14  quality medical care without concurring major

         15  expenses.

         16                 However, many patients are

         17  disenchanted with the services they have been

         18  receiving from their HMOs, and are also very fearful

         19  of losing care altogether as more HMOs have begun to

         20  drop out of the Medicare business and they have

         21  found it to be less profitable than they had

         22  originally expected.

         23                 This has created great anxiety for

         24  Medicare beneficiaries today, and we want to examine

         25  the problems of the HMOs and Medicare, and methods
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          2  of dealing with these problems.

          3                 I want you to know that all of the

          4  Medicare organizations have been invited to appear,

          5  many of them were not able but we do have a

          6  representative from one of the HMOs present with us

          7  who will offer testimony. I am going to begin with

          8  the witnesses, calling on Marilyn Bitterman, who is

          9  the District Manager of the Community Board 7, which

         10  is right around the corner, and who represents the

         11  feeling of the community as it comes through her

         12  office with the calls for support and complaints, et

         13  cetera.

         14                 So, Marilyn, if you will. You may use

         15  either of the things there, or you may sit here,

         16  whichever pleases you.

         17                 Thank you.

         18                 MS. BITTERMAN: To the members of the

         19  City Council, Julia Harrison, the Chairwoman of the

         20  Aging Committee and Una Clarke, and additional

         21  Council people, my name is Marilyn Bitterman, and I

         22  am the District Manager for Community Board 7.

         23                 I would like to thank you for the

         24  opportunity to speak to you today regarding HMOs and

         25  Medicare.
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          2                 Over the course of many years,

          3  government has always tried to intimidate our

          4  seniors, and forget how they, as a collective group,

          5  are probably our most vocal and important part of

          6  society.

          7                 HMOs have become one of the pet

          8  peeves over the past several years, and as a result,

          9  the value of a senior's life has become unimportant

         10  to the people who regulate medicine in this country.

         11  To some extent they would prefer the senior to die

         12  rather than pay for decent medicine.

         13                 Unless we can get to congress, I feel

         14  that this problem is a losing battle. At this point

         15  what must happen is that each one of our

         16  congressional representatives must not be afforded

         17  good health care at Water Reed, but placed in an HMO

         18  that would dictate to them if it was necessary for

         19  them to receive the necessary treatment.

         20                 At times, time is of the essence, and

         21  people should not have to wait until some

         22  stockholder who regulates these HMOs to decide if

         23  they are to live or die.

         24                 HMOs should not be allowed to make

         25  arbitrary decisions and abandon our seniors who in
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          2  many instances cannot afford additional health

          3  coverage. In a society that looks after the welfare

          4  and concern of other countries, we must look to our

          5  own people and not abandon them in their senior

          6  years, but afford them the best health care humanly

          7  possible.

          8                 Again, thank you for the opportunity

          9  to address the City Council on this important issue,

         10  and I hope that someone is listening.

         11                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: I am sure we

         12  are all listening, don't you think so.

         13                 COUNCIL MEMBER CLARKE: Yes. It is

         14  always important when someone like you comes to

         15  testify, when you get complaints if we can document

         16  HMOs by name since we know who we are targeting.

         17  Sometimes there will be those who will give good

         18  care and then those who don't care, and we need to

         19  separate them, and I think what my office does, once

         20  we get a complaint, we want the name, we want times,

         21  and we want instances so we can build up a record of

         22  those who do not give adequate care.

         23                 So, I would encourage those seniors,

         24  as well as those of us who are advocates, to make

         25  our record clear and document instances.
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          2                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Thank you. And

          3  now I want to introduce Tracy Boyland, who has also

          4  come from Brooklyn. My Brooklyn colleagues are very,

          5  very faithful. And Tracy Boyland is a Council member

          6  who is newly elected to the City Council. This is

          7  her second year, I think?

          8                 COUNCIL MEMBER BOYLAND: The first.

          9                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON:  Her first

         10  year. Her very first year as a member of the City

         11  Council and she is a member of the whole committee.

         12                 Our next speaker will be Joe Baker,

         13  of the Medicare Rights Center, if you will, sir.

         14                 You may either stand or sit, however

         15  it pleases you.

         16                 MR. BAKER: Okay.

         17                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: You can take

         18  the microphone and face the audience, too, if you

         19  like. We don't mind having your back.

         20                 MR. BAKER: Either way. Do you want my

         21  back or do you want my front? That way you get my

         22  side, this is my good profile.

         23                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: You can take it

         24  out of the holder.

         25                 MR. BAKER:  Yes, I think that is the
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          2  way to go.

          3                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: And maybe you

          4  can stand, if you like.

          5                 MR. BAKER: How is that? Can people

          6  hear me? Okay, stand up.

          7                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: But talk right

          8  into the mic.

          9                 MR. BAKER: I will do that.

         10                 Thank you for the opportunity to

         11  present the Medicare Right Center's perspective on

         12  the impact of changes in managed care on people on

         13  Medicare.

         14                 My name is Joe Baker, and I am the

         15  Associate Director of the Medicare Rights Center, a

         16  national not-for-profit organization based here in

         17  New York City.

         18                 We provide assistance to seniors and

         19  people with disabilities on Medicare through our

         20  telephone hot line, through public education and

         21  through public policy outreach.

         22                 Under a contract with the New York

         23  State Office for the Aging, we run the New York

         24  State Health Insurance Counseling and Assistance

         25  Program for New Yorkers on Medicare.
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          2                 We also operate a national HMO

          3  Appeals hot line.

          4                 Each year we field approximately

          5  50,000 calls from New Yorkers and their families on

          6  Medicare, and we provide direct assistance to over

          7  7,000 people on Medicare.

          8                 Thirty-six percent of the callers

          9  that we help reside in New York City.

         10                 Through our direct services to

         11  clients, we identify a lot of systemic failings in

         12  the Medicare Program.

         13                 In September 1998, we published a

         14  report, which I have given you today, entitled

         15  Systemic Problems With Medicare HMOs: Case Studies

         16  from the Medicare Rights HMO Hot Line, that detailed

         17  the problems that our callers had in accessing care

         18  from Medicare HMOs.

         19                 In October through December of last

         20  year, we experienced a 50 percent call increase, or

         21  increase in call volume from people on Medicare

         22  confused about Medicare Plus Choice health insurance

         23  options or frightened by the termination of or

         24  changes in their Medicare HMO coverage, from both

         25  here in the City and around New York State.
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          2                 The changes that we have seen in

          3  Medicare over the past two years are going to

          4  continue, and I would like to spend a few minutes

          5  talking about some of those changes and also what

          6  local government can do to help people on Medicare.

          7                 Just a few statistics. Just a few

          8  statistics. Sixteen percent of people on Medicare

          9  are enrolled in Medicare HMOs. Here in New York

         10  City, around 200,000 people are enrolled in Medicare

         11  HMOs, which is about 20 percent of the Medicare

         12  population here in New York City.

         13                 Callers tell us that they have been

         14  attracted to Medicare HMOs because of the low cost.

         15  They are very concerned about the rise in their

         16  MediGap premiums. Many can't continue to pay those

         17  premiums, and so they look to Medicare HMOs, many

         18  which provide those MediGap benefits, as well as

         19  some additional benefits for no premium at all.

         20                 So, the main attraction in many

         21  instances is cost, lower cost and some prescription

         22  drug coverage.

         23                 However, what we find is not many of

         24  our callers fully understand the disadvantages of

         25  Medicare HMOs, and many find out that when they
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          2  become ill, they have trouble accessing a lot of the

          3  care they normally would have received from

          4  Medicare.

          5                 Let me tell you a few statistics from

          6  our report, and I think that might help clarify some

          7  of these issues.

          8                 We did a survey of the calls that we

          9  received on our HMO Appeals Hot Line. Forty percent

         10  of our callers did not receive the care that they

         11  deserved under Medicare HMO because they did not

         12  either understand how the HMO worked, or they were

         13  actually misinformed about how the HMO worked by

         14  someone at the HMO.

         15                 To give a case example of one of

         16  these, or of this kind of situation. We had a

         17  gentleman whose first language was Creole and he was

         18  signed up for a Medicare HMO at an

         19  English-as-a-second-language class. He did not

         20  understand what he was doing. He only understood

         21  that there was something free and there were

         22  additional benefits.

         23                 He went to his doctor and Medicare

         24  denied his doctor, because the doctor was not in

         25  that HMO's network and he didn't understand about
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          2  that, and he started racking up bills. Fortunately,

          3  we were able to get him what is called retroactively

          4  disenrolled from the HMO, get him out of it as if he

          5  was never in it before, because he didn't fully

          6  understand what was going on.

          7                 But we frequently get people calling

          8  us up and saying I didn't understand the rules, no

          9  one explained them to me, they just signed me up and

         10  now I am getting denials of care, and that is a big

         11  problem that we get, there is a rush to sign people

         12  up to get them the premium dollars for Medicare, but

         13  not really to train them about how to access care.

         14                 Another scary thing in the Medicare

         15  HMOs' context is HMO non-compliance with Medicare

         16  coverage guidelines. We frequently find that

         17  Medicare HMOs simply do not follow the rules of what

         18  Medicare covers. So that we have people that call us

         19  and say I need home health care, or I need to be in

         20  a skilled nursing facility and my HMO won't cover

         21  it, or says that Medicare won't cover it. And when

         22  we look up the regulations and we figure out what

         23  the person actually needs, it does turn out that

         24  Medicare does cover that, and because Medicare

         25  covers it, the Medicare HMO must legally cover that
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          2  care.

          3                 Another problem we have is Medicare

          4  HMOs not living up to the time lines that they have

          5  that are imposed upon them to make decisions. So, we

          6  recently had a gentleman whose physician asked him

          7  to go immediately to a back pain specialist. It was

          8  a quick referral. It took the HMO more than 90 days

          9  to approve that, whereas under law they must approve

         10  it within 30 days.

         11                 So, these are the kind of actual

         12  flaunting rules that really prevent people from

         13  getting care.

         14                 And finally, what we find, there are

         15  just systemic problems with Medicare HMOs, and the

         16  best way to explain this is a case sample once

         17  again.

         18                 We had an African-American client who

         19  had a mental health problem, and she wanted to see

         20  an African-American psychiatrist, a pretty

         21  reasonable request we thought.

         22                 The HMO did not have any

         23  African-American psychiatrist in its network, and

         24  therefore she was not able to get the care she

         25  needed by the provider she wanted, and
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          2  unfortunately, under Medicare, current Medicare

          3  rules, she was not allowed to go out of network to

          4  see that African-American psychiatrist.

          5                 So there is a real problem sometimes

          6  with continuity of care in getting access to care

          7  from doctors that need it.

          8                 Well, as if this wasn't confusing

          9  enough, we now have a new program called the

         10  Medicare Plus Choice, we have a lot more turmoil in

         11  our Medicare HMO market. We had a Medicare & You

         12  newsletter sent out by the Health Care Financing

         13  Administration which runs Medicare, which basically,

         14  as I said earlier, resulted in a 50 percent increase

         15  in our calls, with people very confused about what

         16  Medicare is and what it covers, and what they were

         17  saying is what do I need to do? Other changes, what

         18  do I need to do?

         19                 I think the most important message

         20  that we are getting out there and we certainly hope

         21  that the City Council can help us get out there is

         22  that if people are happy with the Medicare they have

         23  today, in whatever form they are getting it, they

         24  don't need to do anything. They can just sit tight,

         25  they don't need to change plans, they don't need to
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          2  look into these new plans if they don't want to.

          3                 The other thing that we found outside

          4  of New York City this year are people getting dumped

          5  by their HMOs, because the HMOs have left the

          6  market. We didn't see that happen in New York City

          7  this year, although we are concerned that that is a

          8  trend that might hit the City next year.

          9                 And there we are very concerned that

         10  local government, state government, as well as the

         11  federal government worked together to make sure that

         12  people are getting sufficient notice in a timely

         13  manner without what is going on. Because that did

         14  not happen in Nassau, Suffolk and Westchester

         15  Counties this year.

         16                 Finally, let me talk about some

         17  action steps for the future. I commend the City

         18  Council on appropriating funds this year to set up

         19  the Managed Care Consumer Assistance Program. This

         20  particular ombuds program for the City is going to

         21  be a very important resource for people on Medicare,

         22  for people on Medicaid, and people involved in the

         23  Child Health Plus Program to make sure that they get

         24  access to the care they deserve under these public

         25  entitlement programs.
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          2                 So, once again, thank you, City

          3  Council members, for supporting that, and we look

          4  forward to working with the Community Service

          5  Society in implementing that.

          6                 But we also need your help in

          7  developing a community-based network of Medicare

          8  Counselors, who will provide Medicare expertise in

          9  their communities, and disseminating important

         10  Medicare educational messages throughout the

         11  community.

         12                 We are involved in two projects, one

         13  called CityNet and the other one called CityMop.

         14  CityNet, we are working with a group of about 50

         15  community-based organizations here in the City, and

         16  I have attached a list of those organizations to my

         17  testimony. We would certainly encourage you to

         18  contact us about other groups that we could be

         19  working with, and we would love to receive more

         20  funding to really reach out in every neighborhood of

         21  the City and make sure that we are training local

         22  community-based organizations that can then

         23  disseminate this information to their communities in

         24  the appropriate language and with the appropriate

         25  sensitivity.

             Legal-Ease Court Reporting Services, Inc. (800) 756-3410

                                                            19

          1  COMMITTEE ON AGING

          2                 The other thing that we are doing is

          3  CityMop, is reaching out to community-based media,

          4  and by that everything from church newsletters to

          5  neighborhood papers, to cable access TV shows, and

          6  we can certainly use your help in any way in getting

          7  at those media outlets so that we can get messages

          8  for seniors and people with disabilities on Medicare

          9  out there.

         10                 Let me close by saying that in these

         11  days of heavy cynicism about the government's

         12  ability to provide health care to its seniors and

         13  people with disabilities, we believe that the issues

         14  presented by Medicare HMOs and Medicare Plus Choice

         15  will be regarded as a test of how the public

         16  interest is protected.

         17                 We believe that government must take

         18  an active role in protecting consumers against

         19  exploitation, educating them about their rights and

         20  responsibilities, and enforcing laws that ensure the

         21  consumers receive the care they deserve.

         22                 We commend you on your establishment

         23  of the Consumer Assistance Program in New York City,

         24  and hope that you will work with us to expand new

         25  initiatives to help people on Medicare.
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          2                 Thank you very much.

          3                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: I want to thank

          4  you, Mr. Baker, for a very, very illuminating

          5  presentation, and I want to assure you as well that

          6  this Committee will certainly follow through on your

          7  request, we will not abandon the project.

          8                 MR. BAKER: Thank you.

          9                 COUNCIL MEMBER CLARKE: And further,

         10  for my own benefit, I would like to be able to know

         11  whether you are in all boroughs? And if you are in

         12  all boroughs, where you would be located so that we

         13  can send the information to our seniors programs.

         14                 MR. BAKER: We do operate in all

         15  boroughs. We operate in the entire State of New York

         16  through an 800 number. And I can give you that 800

         17  number.

         18                 COUNCIL MEMBER CLARKE: We will take

         19  your card.

         20                 MR. BAKER: Okay, you will take my

         21  card. But we have an 800 number, we also do

         22  presentations to senior centers and others

         23  throughout the City. So, you can contact us and we

         24  can schedule that.

         25                 COUNCIL MEMBER CLARKE: Thank you.
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          2                 COUNCIL MEMBER BOYLAND: We also have

          3  a question in regard to the MediGap. I think a lot

          4  of people are concerned in our senior community

          5  about accessibility to be able to get proper

          6  wheelchairs, the utilities that are needed. Also, to

          7  be able to look at certain doctors that they are

          8  able to choose. Can you expound on that a little

          9  bit.

         10                 MR. BAKER: Sure.

         11                 The beauty of the traditional

         12  Medicare Program is that you can basically use any

         13  doctor anywhere in the country, and that is the

         14  traditional fee-for-service Medicare Program that we

         15  have had since 65.

         16                 The problem that people are having

         17  with that program now is its cost, and in order to

         18  make that program affordable, you need to buy what

         19  is called a MediGap policy. Now, these MediGap

         20  policies have been going up, as I am sure many of

         21  you in the audience know, the premiums have been

         22  climbing very quickly. Many of them used to cost

         23  about $30 or $40 a month, and that is now costing

         24  $90 or $110 a month, so there has been almost a

         25  doubling in some of these premiums and more in some
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          2  cases.

          3                 So, we are working with the State

          4  Insurance Department now to try to rein in those

          5  costs.

          6                 But part of the problem is that HMOs,

          7  in coming into the market, have taken a lot of

          8  healthier people out of that insurance market, and

          9  what that means is that if healthy people aren't

         10  there, sicker people are there, they are more

         11  expensive for the insurance companies that have to

         12  raise premiums. So it is a kind of spiraling of what

         13  we call adverse selection in the insurance industry.

         14                 And so what we are doing is trying to

         15  make those MediGap policies very attractive by

         16  lowering their price so that people can stay in this

         17  program, the original Medicare program, that enables

         18  them to go to whatever doctor they want to.

         19                 With regard to medical equipment,

         20  what we are finding is that in the HMO program

         21  people have less access frequently to some pieces of

         22  medical equipment. And we are dealing with that on a

         23  case-by-case basis, as well as on a policy basis

         24  with federal officials about really overseeing what

         25  the HMOs are doing.
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          2                 But I think one of the important

          3  things about the managed care consumer assistance

          4  program, which you authorize funding for, is that it

          5  will kind of be your eyes and ears on the street, as

          6  it were, to really hold the HMO's feet to the fire

          7  in individual cases, but then give reports to you

          8  about what is happening in a kind of more systemic

          9  manner in the way that we have done with this

         10  report.

         11                 Because what we find again and again

         12  is that these private, and I don't mean to say every

         13  HMO, because there are good ones and bad ones, like

         14  in anything, but some of the HMOs just are not

         15  following the rules about what Medicare covers

         16  aren't giving the care that people deserve under

         17  Medicare. And that is one of the major pieces that

         18  the managed care consumer assistance program can

         19  help us deal with.

         20                 COUNCIL MEMBER BOYLAND: Can we also

         21  go over, in dealing with skilled nursing facilities

         22  and also the move towards assisting assisted nursing

         23  facilities or people that may have their homes and

         24  maybe they are not coming into centers to live, are

         25  we working closely with them as far as sending
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          2  people out, social workers, or sending people out,

          3  nurses, to look over them to make sure they are

          4  living in their home, that they are well approved

          5  and everything is going okay in that sense?

          6                 MR. BAKER: Right.

          7                 Medicare has less of a role to play

          8  there than Medicaid. And unfortunately what happened

          9  this year was Congress passed as part of the balance

         10  budget act something called the Interim Payment

         11  System. And that has slashed home health care, in

         12  the Medicare context, by decreasing in a big way

         13  reimbursement that home health agencies receive for

         14  Medicare patients.

         15                 So, we have had a lot of Medicare

         16  patients that were getting home health care covered

         17  under Medicare call us up and say my home health

         18  agency said they can't cover me anymore because they

         19  are not getting paid enough by Medicare.

         20                 We are dealing with that on an

         21  individual basis, but we also certainly need your

         22  assistance in working with Congress, to say that

         23  that Medicare home health benefit is an important

         24  bridge for many people that can't qualify for

         25  Medicaid, or that can only qualify for certain
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          2  Medicaid services, and we need to have those

          3  benefits reinstated on the Medicare benefit.

          4                 COUNCIL MEMBER BOYLAND: Well, you

          5  have our Chairperson, she is very influential all

          6  over New York City.

          7                 MR. BAKER: Yes.

          8                 COUNCIL MEMBER BOYLAND: So you know

          9  --

         10                 MR. BAKER: We will certainly work

         11  with her to work on that issue.

         12                 COUNCIL MEMBER BOYLAND: Thank you.

         13                 MR. BAKER: Thank you.

         14                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Not only that,

         15  but my colleague and I, both at the same time,

         16  brought resolutions to the City Council, so we are

         17  on the same track.

         18                 MR. BAKER: Yes, we would be happy to

         19  work with you there.

         20                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: So we will have

         21  to work with the congressional delegation via

         22  resolutions to the City Council.

         23                 MR. BAKER: Wonderful.

         24                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Thank you.

         25                 MR. BAKER: Thank you.
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          2                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: I would like to

          3  call on Sean Martinez.

          4                 PARTICIPANT: (Not identified) may I

          5  ask a question?

          6                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Oh, I am sorry.

          7  Certainly you may.

          8                 Yes, sir.

          9                 PARTICIPANT: What is his name, Baker?

         10                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Yes.

         11                 PARTICIPANT: How many complaints do

         12  you get on Medicare HMOs?

         13                 MR. BAKER: The question was how many

         14  complaints do we get on Medicare HMOs.

         15                 We get about 100 calls a month with

         16  regard to HMOs, on our HMO Hot Line.

         17                 PARTICIPANT: How many members are

         18  there in HMOs?

         19                 MR. BAKER: Well, there is a lot of

         20  members in HMOs.

         21                 PARTICIPANT: When you say a lot, what

         22  do you mean?

         23                 MR. BAKER: Millions.

         24                 PARTICIPANT: So, it is

         25  inconsequential that you get these complaints. It
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          2  doesn't mean anything.

          3                 MR. BAKER: Well, we are not the only

          4  people getting complaints. I mean, we are a national

          5  organization, but there are plenty of other

          6  organizations getting complaints.

          7                 PARTICIPANT: Are you apprised of the

          8  fact that this HMO has seminars in every borough?

          9                 MR. BAKER: Yes.

         10                 PARTICIPANT: And they send out

         11  manuals. The spend a lot of money on manuals.

         12                 MR. BAKER: Right.

         13                 PARTICIPANT: Too much.

         14                 MR. BAKER: Well, let me first start

         15  out by saying that there are many HMOs that are

         16  doing a good job, there are many people that are

         17  getting good care in HMOs. I don't mean to present a

         18  picture that is that HMOs are inherently bad and are

         19  always doing bad things to people, okay?

         20                 However, what we find is, and this is

         21  our experience in working with our clients that are

         22  in HMOs, that many times people that can get the

         23  care they need in the traditional Medicare program,

         24  have more trouble getting it in the Medicare HMO

         25  program.
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          2                 And let me just give you one --

          3                 PARTICIPANT: It costs them more money

          4  though.

          5                 MR. BAKER: Well, let me give you one

          6  piece of information about the incentives in the

          7  Medicare HMO program.

          8                 Medicare HMOs are paid a fixed flat

          9  amount by the government to take care of each

         10  Medicare beneficiary.

         11                 PARTICIPANT: How much?

         12                 MR. BAKER: Here in Queens it is about

         13  $750 a month to take care of a Medicare beneficiary.

         14                 So that is whether the person is

         15  completely healthy and never sees a doctor, or if

         16  there is someone with end-stage renal disease,

         17  diabetes or cancer, and so therefore what we find is

         18  they have a financial incentive to sign up healthy

         19  people, and keep healthy people and a financial

         20  disincentive to sign up or to keep sicker people

         21  that are costing them more than that $750 a month.

         22                 That doesn't mean that they

         23  discriminate all the time. It just means that you

         24  are paid $750 a month to take care of someone, who

         25  do you want to take care of - the $5 a month person,
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          2  or the $2,500 a month person. And that is a basic

          3  structural problem with the Medicare HMOs, that

          4  people need to know about. It doesn't mean in every

          5  instance people aren't getting the care they need,

          6  but it does mean that those financial incentives may

          7  work against you getting the care you need.

          8                 PARTICIPANT: Well, I have cancer --

          9                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Excuse me, sir.

         10  Would you now hold any further questions until we

         11  finish with the speakers and then we can go to the

         12  floor for further questions.

         13                 PARTICIPANT: Yes.

         14                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Thank you, Mr.

         15  Baker.

         16                 MR. BAKER: Of course.

         17                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: And now Mr.

         18  Martinez, please.

         19                 MR. MARTINEZ: Hi. I am Sean Martinez,

         20  and I am representing GHI Medicare.

         21                 GHI runs the Medicare operations for

         22  providers in the Queens area. We are a part B

         23  Medicare carrier, okay? I am sure all of you are

         24  familiar with this, but I will run it by you

         25  quickly. There are two parts to Medicare, part A,
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          2  which covers hospital stays and nursing home stays

          3  and things of that nature, and Part B which covers

          4  services that are provided by doctors or other

          5  medical health providers. We in GHI are part B and

          6  are limited to the Queens area.

          7                 Another quick thing about Medicare is

          8  that it is a government, a federal program, however,

          9  it is run by private companies, okay, and we are one

         10  of those companies.

         11                 However, we do have to adhere to the

         12  regulations and to the rules that are put forth by

         13  the government in our operation of our business.

         14                 So, I am sure that most of you are

         15  familiar with traditional Medicare, and for the most

         16  part, what we find is especially, across the country

         17  most people have not opted out of traditional

         18  Medicare. That means that most of the Medicare

         19  beneficiaries who are eligible remain with part B as

         20  opposed to taking HMO or so on and so forth.

         21                 Things are getting confusing. The

         22  balance budget act that was passed a couple of years

         23  back will now provide you with a whole lot of other

         24  options that will make your choices a little more

         25  difficult in some cases and certainly a little more
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          2  confusing.

          3                 As of yet the market has not been

          4  flooded with a whole lot of companies that have

          5  really decided to take advantage of these

          6  opportunities to offer insurance to Medicare

          7  eligible people, but we anticipate that as the years

          8  go on that there will be a whole lot more than what

          9  we see today.

         10                 One of the things that we do in

         11  addition to processing Medicare claims, and let me

         12  say that just in the Queens area and the traditional

         13  Medicare operation, we process approximately three

         14  and a half million claims per year. But one of the

         15  other services that we provide is that we do take

         16  calls similar to what Mr. Baker had said.

         17                 He is a different organization, but

         18  as a Medicare organization, you can call us to ask

         19  advice about Medicare, to ask advice about your

         20  health care options. We are limited by -- you know,

         21  we cannot recommend any HMOs to you or we really do

         22  not know what the HMOs or these other plans that may

         23  come to pass will actually offer you, but we can

         24  tell you in general the pros and cons between having

         25  traditional Medicare and HMOs.
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          2                 Another service that we provide, and,

          3  again, we are limited to the Queens area, is

          4  outreach. We will gladly come out to any

          5  organization centers, nursing homes or whatever to

          6  speak to you and educate you about Medicare, about

          7  your choices and your options and the advantages and

          8  disadvantages to both.

          9                 So, you know, we would be glad to

         10  address any organization and try and provide them

         11  with as much information as we possibly can.

         12                 And that is pretty much what we do in

         13  traditional Medicare.

         14                 Are there any questions?

         15                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Are there any

         16  questions on this presentation?

         17                 Yes, sir, with your hand up. Stand

         18  up, please, so we can hear you.

         19                 PARTICIPANT: If any person travels to

         20  Florida or some place else, is he covered under GHI?

         21                 MR. MARTINEZ: Okay, now, don't be

         22  confused with GHI and GHI Medicare. Okay, again,

         23  Medicare is run by the federal government, but it is

         24  kind of farmed out to private insurance companies.

         25  Okay, GHI is one of those insurance companies, and
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          2  it has a Medicare division.  If you are a senior

          3  citizen and covered by Medicare, then any doctor

          4  that you see in the United States, you will be

          5  covered, okay?

          6                 GHI, you have private GHI insurance.

          7  For example, you have a MediGap plan with private

          8  GHI, that may or may not be the case. Usually in

          9  Florida GHI has a pretty wide base of providers that

         10  it covers, but you know, you really need to check

         11  with private GHI if you are talking about a Medicare

         12  plan.

         13                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Yes, Ma'am.

         14                 PARTICIPANT: Do you have any speakers

         15  who come to organizations and give information on

         16  these facts about Medicare?

         17                 MR. MARTINEZ: Yes, we do. And we

         18  would be happy to -- I will give you a card before I

         19  leave.

         20                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: And give the

         21  Chair a card as well.

         22                 MR. MARTINEZ: Certainly.

         23                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: And our

         24  colleagues as well, okay?

         25                 MR. MARTINEZ: Okay.
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          2                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Thank you.

          3                 I am going to hold questions, and you

          4  have already spoken once, okay? And then we will go

          5  forward, and then when the presentations are over,

          6  you can ask from the floor again.

          7                 Okay, Ms. Weisman. Lisa Weisman JPAC,

          8  Joint Public Affairs Committee for Older Adults.

          9                 MS. WEISMAN: Hi. How are you today?

         10                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Fine.

         11                 MS. WEISMAN: My name is Lisa Weisman,

         12  I work for Joint Public Affairs Committee for Older

         13  Adults.

         14                 Today I am going to be talking about

         15  the Federal Employees Health Benefit Program and how

         16  this is being used as a potential model for

         17  Medicare.

         18                 In March of this year the National

         19  Bipartisan Commission on the Future of Medicare is

         20  scheduled to release their report to the President

         21  and Congress. They are on the verge of proposing a

         22  radical change to Medicare.

         23                 The more conservative members of the

         24  Commission are about to propose that we model

         25  Medicare after the Federal Employee Health Benefit
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          2  Program, which uses a voucher system of health care

          3  delivery.

          4                 By creating Medicare vouchers, we

          5  will see a shift from a defined benefit to a defined

          6  contribution. This will seriously damage the

          7  universality of Medicare and divide those who can

          8  pay more for health care and those who cannot.

          9                 The reason why the FEHBP, the Federal

         10  Employees Health Benefit Program, is an unlikely

         11  choice for Medicare is because it brings

         12  beneficiaries back to the ups and downs of the

         13  private insurance market.

         14                 The way the Federal Employee Health

         15  Benefit Program works is that the federal government

         16  pays 90 percent of the average cost of all plans

         17  combined, and the beneficiaries pay the rest.

         18                 Consequently those who can pay more

         19  for better insurance will and those who cannot will

         20  have to make due with the insurance that they can

         21  afford.

         22                 A voucher system like the FEHBP will

         23  also open up the door to many new kinds of policies

         24  that will overwhelm seniors. Consequently it is

         25  feared that seniors will base their health care
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          2  choices on what they can afford, as opposed to which

          3  program is best for them.

          4                 We also have a recent history of

          5  managed care organizations dropping Medicare

          6  beneficiaries. This proposed plan would not do

          7  anything to help that matter. As a matter of fact,

          8  Health Care plans under the Federal Employee Health

          9  Benefit Program are also dropping recipients.

         10                 The Federal Times reports that in

         11  1997 there were 400 plans in the program, in 1998

         12  there were 365 and as of January 1st of this there

         13  are only 285 health providers in that plan.

         14                 As a side note, many of these plans,

         15  many of these places like in the midwest and in the

         16  great west, don't have any choice for health

         17  providers.

         18                 This plan will also subject seniors

         19  to the fluctuating premiums and co-payments that are

         20  so prevalent in the private market, because on

         21  average seniors pay roughly one-third or more of

         22  their income to health care, this can seriously

         23  damage the financial stability of many of our

         24  seniors.

         25                 The 17-member commission needs 11
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          2  votes to pass this on to the president and congress.

          3  Currently they have 10. They are also proposing

          4  raising the eligibility to 67 and offering a minimal

          5  prescription drug plan, drug benefit plan, which is

          6  the selling point  of this program.

          7                 However, the Commission members must

          8  agree on all three of these proposed changes to pass

          9  it on to the President and Congress.

         10                 JPAC strongly urges seniors to write

         11  to the Bipartisan Commission and tell their congress

         12  members to vote against the voucher system for

         13  Medicare.

         14                 Also, I am representing a national

         15  petition to protect, improve and expand Medicare,

         16  and if you don't mind I would like to read a

         17  statement?

         18                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Go right ahead.

         19                 MS. WEISMAN: I am asking seniors to

         20  sign this, I will hand it out after this

         21  presentation, and if you signed it, please don't do

         22  so again.

         23                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: And give us

         24  copies as well.

         25                 MS. WEISMAN: Absolutely.
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          2                 Medicare is a program that works. It

          3  must be adequately and fairly financed so all

          4  Americans, both young and elderly, can feel

          5  confident that an affordable Medicare program will

          6  be there when they need it.

          7                 Medicare should guarantee and expand

          8  coverage to all central services, including

          9  prescription drugs, long-term care, mental health

         10  services, and equipment that will allow people with

         11  disabilities to live independently.

         12                 Many of the current solutions being

         13  discussed by Congress and the National Bipartisan

         14  Commission, talk about increasing eligibility to 67,

         15  raising premiums and co-payments, increasingly

         16  turning Medicare over to for-profit insurance

         17  companies.

         18                 This will seriously damage the

         19  program for future and current beneficiaries.

         20                 And finally, the best way to ensure

         21  solvency of Medicare for current and future

         22  beneficiaries is to expand the patient base to

         23  younger people with lower medical expenses.

         24                 Universal coverage must be the

         25  ultimate goal. In the long term, bringing in an

             Legal-Ease Court Reporting Services, Inc. (800) 756-3410

                                                            39

          1  COMMITTEE ON AGING

          2  entire population within Medicare or similar public

          3  insurance program will be the best way to control

          4  cost or providing access to quality care.

          5                 I thank you very much.

          6                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Now, will you

          7  hold it just for a moment?

          8                 MS. WEISMAN: Sure.

          9                 COUNCIL MEMBER BOYLAND: In just

         10  putting some questions out that were raised to me in

         11  my district, you have quoted some numbers that the

         12  Federal Times had reported in 1997, over 400 plans;

         13  1998, 365 plans, and it has been decreasing. In

         14  creating a competitive field, don't you think that

         15  in putting more choices out there for the seniors,

         16  it also reduces the cost of the benefits that are

         17  provided, therefore giving more choices to seniors?

         18                 MS. WEISMAN: Yes and no. My

         19  understanding of it is, whenever we have released

         20  health care benefits to the private market, the cost

         21  usually rises and this happens for several reasons.

         22                 First of all, when people have health

         23  care decisions, it is not like you know exactly what

         24  each health line is and how much it is going to

         25  cost, it is a fluctuating and sliding scale and

             Legal-Ease Court Reporting Services, Inc. (800) 756-3410

                                                            40

          1  COMMITTEE ON AGING

          2  there is no way to compare one to another. So, when

          3  you go and you buy your health care, you don't know,

          4  it is not like you are going to the supermarket, you

          5  know you see everything in front of you, you don't

          6  know --

          7                 COUNCIL MEMBER BOYLAND: So, it is an

          8  education piece that you are really attacking at

          9  this moment also?

         10                 MS. WEISMAN: It is, exactly.

         11                 COUNCIL MEMBER BOYLAND: Okay.

         12                 MS. WEISMAN: People will pay whatever

         13  they can for health care because it is very, very

         14  important to them.

         15                 COUNCIL MEMBER BOYLAND: And

         16  necessary.

         17                 MS. WEISMAN: And necessary.

         18                 That is part of the problem also, is

         19  they can continue to raise premiums and co-payments

         20  and people have to do it because they have to pay

         21  for it.

         22                 Does that answer your question?

         23                 COUNCIL MEMBER BOYLAND: Sort of. We

         24  like the idea of universal coverage also.

         25                 Thank you.

             Legal-Ease Court Reporting Services, Inc. (800) 756-3410

                                                            41

          1  COMMITTEE ON AGING

          2                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Okay, I am

          3  going to call on Nita Henick, who is representing

          4  the area of my Speaker in the City Council, Peter

          5  Vallone, Astoria Queens.

          6                 You may speak however you like and

          7  face however you like, as long as you use the

          8  microphone and speak into the mic.

          9                 MS. HENICK: You know, it is very

         10  interesting, I did not really get the complete title

         11  for the hearing today, and being in the long-term

         12  care business, which is where I spent many years as

         13  a social worker, I was very intrigued by the thought

         14  of how managing care will enter the long-term care

         15  system, and I have heard from some people here that

         16  there are problems in coverage. My little talk

         17  really extends the continuum of health care, not

         18  only from acute care, but on to and into home health

         19  care. This is the whole issue of long-term care, and

         20  if you will bear with me, I will read my speech but

         21  I also want to comment about what the young lady

         22  before me said, because since the health insurance

         23  companies are in the business of profit, when they

         24  have everybody join up, and when it ends up that the

         25  older, sicker person remains in it because of
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          2  tremendous need, and the younger person makes

          3  choices as to whether to stay in or stay out based

          4  on reimbursement, we find the system is heavier with

          5  medical costs that insurance companies have to bear.

          6  So, it's a very uneven distribution of reinvestment,

          7  as far as the insurance companies are concerned, and

          8  therefore there is very little, if not profit, to

          9  them to ensure the sicker, older adults.

         10                 So, let me just read my testimony and

         11  I will give my single copy because I don't have a

         12  Xerox machine.

         13                 I am representing a New York Program

         14  that --

         15                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Does the

         16  Speaker know about your NORC?

         17                 MS. HENICK: Yes, the Speaker does

         18  know about our NORC. As a matter of fact, he

         19  commented about our NORC in his City Council

         20  Address, and he is very proud of the two programs

         21  that are in the area. One is our Queens View North

         22  NORC program, and the other is the Big Six Program.

         23  He not only has been very interested in us, Ms.

         24  Harrison, but he has also been very helpful with

         25  funding, just as you are in your community.

             Legal-Ease Court Reporting Services, Inc. (800) 756-3410

                                                            43

          1  COMMITTEE ON AGING

          2                 And he is newly aware of NORC, but it

          3  is a very important part of his Address to the City

          4  Council last Wednesday. So thank you.

          5                 Managed care and long-term care are

          6  not compatible. Medicare provides whatever long-term

          7  care a Medicare recipient is entitled to. It is not

          8  cost effective for managed care companies to become

          9  involved in long-term care. It is a lost leader.

         10  They can only reimburse the long-term care patient

         11  if the Medicare reimburses them.

         12                 What if a patient needs

         13  rehabilitative services that extend past Medicare

         14  reimbursement? What if the equipment, special

         15  therapy, are not reimbursable under Medicare; what

         16  then?

         17                 Managed care companies are only

         18  interested in healthy Medicare beneficiaries.

         19  Long-term care implies the need for care past an

         20  acute care hospitalization.

         21                 It can be short-term rehab in a

         22  nursing home. It can be nursing rehab services in

         23  the home. But whatever long-term care means to a

         24  consumer of care, it means only one thing to a

         25  managed care company - how long will Medicare
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          2  reimburse for that care.

          3                 It may not be possible for Medicare

          4  beneficiaries to invest in long-term care insurance

          5  to pay for care past whatever Medicare can offer. It

          6  can be rather expensive.

          7                 In my experience in working in a

          8  long-term care facility, a patient/resident must

          9  spend down his assets and give his Social

         10  Security/pension to the facility to pay for his

         11  care.

         12                 This is true for those who need care

         13  for a longer period, let's say four months or four

         14  years or even longer. Managed care is not in the

         15  business of long-term care, but a long-term care

         16  patient needs help in financing care without

         17  pauperizing themselves and their families.

         18                 And I am certainly in favor of

         19  universal health care, because what we will be doing

         20  will be spreading care over everywhere so that older

         21  adults are not pauperized.

         22                 Thank you.

         23                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Thank you,

         24  Nita.

         25                 Before I call on anyone, I would like
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          2  to introduce our colleague from Queens, my fellow

          3  Council Member Karen Koslowitz from Forest Hills.

          4                 The floor will be open for questions

          5  or presentations or statements that anybody wants to

          6  make.

          7                 This young lady has had her hand up.

          8  Will you please stand and speak loudly so everybody

          9  can hear.

         10                 PARTICIPANT: I would like to know,

         11  what is the name of this NORC? I have never heard of

         12  it.

         13                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Well, that is

         14  another question that we will discuss. NORC is an

         15  abbreviation for Naturally Occurring Retirement

         16  Community, such as you are living in here, such as

         17  this community generally is experiencing in the

         18  buildings which were put up in the 1950s and people

         19  who were first tenants or first stock-holders or

         20  first cooperative apartment owners are still living

         21  in, and 45 years later they have aged-in to their

         22  property and so they are creating by virtue of

         23  continuing to live here a Naturally Occurring

         24  Retirement Community.

         25                 Penn South was the originator of the
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          2  NORC, as far as I know, they were the first to start

          3  the movement officially, and apparently it is

          4  spreading.

          5                 I did not know about Long Island

          6  City, and I am very delighted to know that you have

          7  something. I know there is a movement to initiate a

          8  NORC in the Rochdale Community of Jamaica in Queens,

          9  and the hope is that we will eventually spread the

         10  goodies around in other such areas as well.

         11                 PARTICIPANT: When you come in as a

         12  tenant, you were told everything will be taken care

         13  of --

         14                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Here in these

         15  houses, yes.

         16                 Well, Self-Help has in effect

         17  established NORC I think pretty much serving the

         18  community in much the same manner as NORC would,

         19  providing the kinds of social services, referral

         20  services and whatever kind of needs the tenant body

         21  has.

         22                 So, Self-Help is generally doing the

         23  work that NORC might be considered doing, so you are

         24  okay.

         25                 Okay, I have been giving a list of
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          2  names of persons who had questions, so I will call

          3  on Rose Bender from Prince Street.

          4                 Hi, Rosie.

          5                 MS. BENDER: Hi.

          6                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: And talk right

          7  into the mic.

          8                 MS. BENDER: I will.

          9                 Depending on their ages, when seniors

         10  apply for long-term care, insurance premiums could

         11  be prohibited for some Medicare beneficiaries. Will

         12  the insurance companies lower their rates for

         13  long-term care? How would the government help?

         14                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Mr. Baker, can

         15  you answer that?

         16                 MR. BAKER: I can try.

         17                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: If you don't

         18  mind.

         19                 Mr. Martinez, if you will have any

         20  answers?

         21                 MR. BAKER: With regard to long-term

         22  care insurance and long-term care premiums, there

         23  are two ways that you can get coverage right now.

         24  One is through a private company like Metropolitan

         25  Life or John Hancock, and there is no movement afoot
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          2  that I know of today to really affect those rates in

          3  any way, to bring those rates down or make them more

          4  affordable to people. That is the open market or

          5  whatever the market will be, that is what they will

          6  charge.

          7                 New York State has created a program

          8  called the New York State Partnership, which has a

          9  group of companies that have decided to work with

         10  the state to offer a program, an insurance policy

         11  that is cheaper because it works with Medicaid, and

         12  you can find out about that program by calling the

         13  New York State Insurance Department. It is called

         14  the New York State Partnership on long-term care.

         15                 One of the things that a lot of

         16  long-term care advocates are exploring is a kind of

         17  joint government and private partnership, like the

         18  one that New York State is having, to either

         19  subsidize premiums or for people that can't afford

         20  the premiums, or to combine the private market with

         21  the Medicaid program in some way so that the private

         22  market only covers a certain amount of care and then

         23  Medicaid kicks in, but people can keep their income

         24  and assets.

         25                 So, those are the movements that are
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          2  afoot to try to keep premiums down. But our

          3  experience is that most seniors, and I think the

          4  statistic is about 60 percent of seniors, the

          5  majority of seniors have incomes around $15,000 a

          6  year, people, most people at that income cannot

          7  afford long-term care premiums. It is out of reach

          8  for most people and we need to do a lot more to make

          9  it more affordable, and unfortunately there is not a

         10  lot of movement afoot to do that at the present

         11  time.

         12                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Thank you.

         13                 Mr. Martinez, do you have anything

         14  you want to add?

         15                 MR. MARTINEZ: Mr. Baker --

         16                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: And Ms.

         17  Weisman, if you would like to add.

         18                 MR. MARTINEZ: Mr. Baker pretty much

         19  targeted it. There is no movement for it, there is

         20  no plans for Medicare to pick up anything different

         21  than they are doing today at this point. It is

         22  unfortunate, but that is pretty much the way it is.

         23                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: So does that

         24  answer satisfy you? Did you want to say something?

         25                 MR. BENDER: I have a question.
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          2                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: All right, Roy.

          3  Roy Bender from Prince Street has a question.

          4                 MR. BENDER: How can HMOs and other

          5  managed care organizations take the course in

          6  responsibility for providing long-term care for

          7  their members, when they cannot even provide decent

          8  health care now, and in fact, are letting the older

          9  members go?

         10                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Does anybody

         11  want to answer?

         12                 Mr. Martinez, do you want to take a

         13  crack at it?

         14                 MR. MARTINEZ: It is a very difficult

         15  question. What you really need to keep in mind is

         16  that HMOs are private companies that are in business

         17  to make a profit, as has been said before.

         18                 They are not going to make business

         19  decisions in terms of providing coverages that

         20  really will not in the long run result in them

         21  making money.

         22                 The government has been trying to

         23  work with HMOs to subsidize them so they will

         24  provide adequate coverage. However, at this point,

         25  there are really no plans in the works for the
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          2  government to do anything with long-term care, in

          3  conjunction with HMOs or anything different than

          4  what they are doing today.

          5                 So, again, similar to the last

          6  question, it is an unfortunate situation that many

          7  people cannot afford the care that they may

          8  eventually need, but that is the way it is today and

          9  there are some organizations that are trying to do

         10  something, but as of yet, nothing concrete has come

         11  about.

         12                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Thank you.

         13                 Before we ask the next speaker,

         14  questioner, I just would like to introduce Bernice

         15  Spitzer, who is here from the New York City Council

         16  Office of Information, publicity P.R., public

         17  relations, and Diane Rolcott is here from the Office

         18  of Investigations from the New York City Council as

         19  well, so we are very well protected and covered.

         20                 I would like to call on Mr. Al

         21  Slover, from Kissena Street. That is you, sir?

         22                 MR. SLOVER: That is me.

         23                 First of all, I want to express my

         24  appreciation to you Council members for taking the

         25  time to come.
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          2                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: That's our job,

          3  honey. That's our job. I accept your thanks. Thank

          4  you for those kind thoughts.

          5                 MR. SLOVER: You are welcome.

          6                 What is the criteria for receiving

          7  home care paid by Medicare and for what length of

          8  time will it cover?

          9                 I want to have an addendum to that

         10  because as you are familiar with our home, in Shore

         11  House, there are an awful lot of people in their

         12  nineties, in their late eighties and they are going

         13  to require, the minute I come back they are going to

         14  ask me.

         15                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Okay, can

         16  anybody answer.

         17                 Listen, any one of our panelists who

         18  has the urge to speak, feel free to answer the

         19  questions, okay?

         20                 MR. BAKER: Yes, I am not trying to be

         21  the hog here, but with regard to the Medicare Home

         22  Health Benefit, it is very important to remember

         23  that the Medicare, as opposed to Medicaid, that the

         24  Medicare Home Health Benefit is very limited.

         25                 First of all, in order to get the
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          2  Medicare Home Health benefit, you either need to

          3  have, need the skilled services of a nurse or a

          4  therapist. So, you need skilled nursing or skilled

          5  therapist coming to the home.

          6                 If you have that skilled nurse or

          7  skilled therapist coming to the home, you then get a

          8  home health aid along with that skilled nurse or

          9  skilled therapist, okay?

         10                 But you don't -- if all you need is a

         11  home health aid to help you dress or help eat or

         12  help transfer you, that is all you need, Medicare

         13  won't pay for it. Medicaid might, but Medicare will

         14  not.

         15                 So, in order to access the Medicare

         16  Home Health Benefit, you need to have a doctor

         17  certify that you need a skilled nurse, or a skilled

         18  therapist, and then you can get a Home Health Aid.

         19  But that is a real high bar to get across. So, a lot

         20  of people think their next door neighbor has Home

         21  Health and they think, oh, Medicare is paying for

         22  that. Most likely it is not. Most likely Medicaid or

         23  some other program is paying for that Home Health

         24  Care, not Medicare.

         25                 All that said, Medicare does cover
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          2  home health in those circumstances where there is a

          3  skilled nurse or skilled therapist and they will

          4  also pay for a Home Health Aid in that circumstance,

          5  and there is no limit to the amount of time you can

          6  have those benefits. So, it is now like six weeks or

          7  60 days. It can go on indefinitely as long as you

          8  need those skilled services, okay?

          9                 MR. SLOVER: You have got to talk to

         10  your doctor, in other words.

         11                 MR. BAKER: Yes, you have got to talk

         12  to your doctor, the doctor helps set up that

         13  Medicare Home Health Benefit, okay?

         14                 MR. SLOVER: Yes.

         15                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Thank you very

         16  much.

         17                 There is another question, Mr. Baker,

         18  before you sit down.

         19                 MR. BAKER: Yes.

         20                 PARTICIPANT: Why is it discriminated

         21  upon, between Medicaid and Medicare? It is not fair

         22  and it is not just.

         23                 MR. BAKER: I didn't invent the

         24  system. I completely agree with you. Unfortunately,

         25  the way we are set up, we were talking a lot about
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          2  universal care, but the way our health insurance is

          3  set up in this country right now is we have

          4  Medicare, which is a completely federal program, for

          5  people who have worked in their lives, and we have

          6  Medicaid, which also can be accessed by people who

          7  have worked, but yet it is for people who have a

          8  certain level of income, a lower level of income,

          9  and that is a federal and a state program, okay? So

         10  you have got Medicaid and Medicare -- in New York

         11  State we are very fortunate because the Medicaid

         12  program, if you do qualify for it, is very

         13  comprehensive and between Medicaid and Medicare, you

         14  can have prescription drug coverage, see your doctor

         15  as you need to, get home health care. But

         16  unfortunately you have to have a very low income in

         17  order to qualify for Medicaid.

         18                 PARTICIPANT: What is that income?

         19                 MR. BAKER: It's like 562 a month or

         20  something in that range for Medicaid. I am not a

         21  Medicaid expert, but it is in that range. It is very

         22  low.

         23                 And then we do have what is also

         24  called a spend down program, so that if you have

         25  income that is above the 500 mark, you can spend
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          2  money, spend your income on medical care and spend

          3  down to qualify for Medicaid, but, you know, that

          4  can be very difficult for some people, it's not a

          5  perfect system, that is for sure.

          6                 COUNCIL MEMBER CLARKE: Mr. Baker,

          7  before you sit, if you will just explain for us,

          8  people of age with disabilities, how does this

          9  impact on them? Or many don't have services that

         10  they may need, what are some of the implication for

         11  that?

         12                 MR. BAKER: Okay. People -- not only

         13  senior citizens are eligible for Medicare, also

         14  people under age 65 who are disabled, and receiving

         15  social security disability income are also qualified

         16  for Medicare.

         17                 Medicare does have a mental health

         18  benefit. It has inpatient psychiatric hospital

         19  benefit, as well as a therapy benefit. You can get

         20  psychotherapy services through Medicare.

         21  Unfortunately under Medicare, Medicare only pays 50

         22  percent of mental health services, whereas it pays

         23  80 percent of physical health services. So, there is

         24  a little bit of discrimination there in the Medicare

         25  benefit against mental health services.
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          2                 Most of the individuals that we deal

          3  with that are disabled by mental health issues are

          4  all qualified for Medicaid, and between Medicaid and

          5  Medicare, they receive a full range of mental health

          6  services.

          7                 But we are finding of course that

          8  people have much more difficulty accessing mental

          9  health services if they are only Medicare eligible

         10  because it is a lower level of coverage in Medicare.

         11                 COUNCIL MEMBER CLARKE: I would like

         12  to do some follow-up work with you on that.

         13                 MR. BAKER: Sure.

         14                 COUNCIL MEMBER CLARKE: I am Chair of

         15  Mental Health.

         16                 MR. BAKER: We would appreciate doing

         17  it, definitely.

         18                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: I think we have

         19  a lot of work to do in the entire field. We have our

         20  program options opening up to us here.

         21                 All right, Leon.

         22                 LEON: Mr. Baker, is the visiting

         23  nurse service considered a skilled service?

         24                 MR. BAKER: The question is, is the

         25  visiting nurse service, which is here in Brooklyn
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          2  and Queens and other parts of New York, considered a

          3  skilled service.

          4                 The visiting nurse service does have

          5  a Medicare Home Health component to their service.

          6  So, if you need Medicare, if you are on Medicare and

          7  you think you need home health services, you can

          8  call the Visiting Nurse Service to get an assessment

          9  about whether you quality for the Medicare benefit.

         10  That is definitely something you can do.

         11                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: At this point

         12  would you let the other speakers move forward so we

         13  can move on? And then at the end when everyone has

         14  spoken and asked their prearranged questions, the

         15  floor will be open again.

         16                 Ms. Roslyn Ritnes, from the Austin

         17  Street.

         18                 Karen Koslowitz.

         19                 COUNCIL MEMBER KOSLOWITZ: In the

         20  future do you foresee the cost of long-term care

         21  coming down and becoming more affordable to seniors

         22  who are on fixed incomes?

         23                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Anybody? It

         24  doesn't have to be Mr. Baker this time.

         25                 MR. MARTINEZ: Again, we have kind of
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          2  addressed this one already, and there are some

          3  organizations that are working with the government,

          4  with state and local government, to try and do

          5  things to get long term care costs down and make it

          6  more affordable. At this point nothing concrete has

          7  been done and it is hard to predict whether anything

          8  ever will get done.

          9                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: And

         10  organizations like ours and other community groups

         11  like yours.

         12                 MR. MARTINEZ: Pretty much.

         13                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Yes.

         14                 MS. HENICK: Yes, I would just like to

         15  clarify something. In the field of long-term care,

         16  it is not only nursing care that we are talking

         17  about. We are talking about short-term rehab care,

         18  which can take place in a long-term care facility.

         19                 The one right here, the William

         20  Venisen Rehab Center, the hospital that I am closely

         21  associated with, Coler Memorial Hospital on

         22  Roosevelt Island, has a short-term rehabilitation

         23  service that are covered my Medicare. But as I said

         24  in my form, the problem is if medically you are

         25  entitled and you are reimbursed by Medicare, you are
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          2  entitled to the care, you will get it in a very high

          3  quality of care for that period of time. But past

          4  that period of time, if you need more care, that is

          5  when your problem begins.

          6                 So, long-term care needs to be a

          7  little bit broken down.  In the field now it is not

          8  just long-term care, it is short-term rehabilitative

          9  care, whether it is stroke, whether it is after an

         10  accident, whether it is a heart problem, et cetera.

         11  So, that may take place, as I say, in long-term care

         12  facilities, but it is past that, that long-term care

         13  is really an issue regarding insurance and

         14  reimbursement.

         15                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Thank you so

         16  much. Thank you, Mr. Martinez.

         17                 MR. MARTINEZ: You are welcome.

         18                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: I now will call

         19  on Bernice Haskell, please, also from the Austin

         20  Street Center.

         21                 MS. HASKELL: That's my sister.

         22                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Oh, that's your

         23  sister.

         24                 MS. HASKELL: Actually I think that

         25  the question I raise has been thoroughly discussed
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          2  here, the question of Medicare, the privatization

          3  and so on. But I do want to comment on my pleasure

          4  and happiness to hear that your universal health

          5  plan has again come to light, because I know that

          6  some of you, when we talked about the single payor

          7  plan and had great hopes and it was shot down, today

          8  apparently the Universal Health Plan is alive and

          9  going on and I trust will be successful.

         10                 As far as the petitions, I am

         11  circulating those too, another organization, and I

         12  urge everybody to tell the young people, let them

         13  know that our problems are not just the problems of

         14  the elderly, there are the problems of those younger

         15  people, our children, our children's friends.

         16                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Okay, Leo, it

         17  is your turn.

         18                 I want to introduce Mike Abel,

         19  Council Member Mike Abel from Bayside Queens.

         20                 COUNCIL MEMBER ABEL: Thank you. Sorry

         21  I am late.

         22                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Okay.

         23                 LEO: Before I ask my question, I

         24  would like to preface this, it was in this morning's

         25  paper, Aetna, who also just bought Prucare --
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          2                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Talk into the

          3  microphone.

          4                 LEO: Okay. Aetna, who just bought

          5  PruCare, it is practically the largest of the HMOs,

          6  has been awarded a fine by a jury of over a million

          7  dollars because they did not approve a procedure

          8  that their own doctors had recommended and the

          9  patient died. So that is what is going on.

         10                 When it comes to a very expensive

         11  procedure, you think the HMO will approve it,

         12  ordinary procedures they approve easily but not

         13  expensive procedures.

         14                 What can be done about this

         15  injustice?

         16                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Perhaps Mr.

         17  Martinez? Try it.

         18                 MR. MARTINEZ: Okay. I am not

         19  affiliated with any HMOs and I do not know exactly

         20  how their thought process or decision-making process

         21  works.

         22                 I do know that with all insurance

         23  there is something called medical necessity review,

         24  and insurances -- okay, unfortunately there are some

         25  providers out there who will do tests and procedures
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          2  that may not be absolutely medically necessary or

          3  may not be medically necessary at all, and if

          4  insurance companies did not put some kind of check

          5  on those providers, then the insurance companies

          6  would go out of business pretty fast. And even

          7  something like Medicare would go out of business

          8  pretty fast and then there would be no coverage for

          9  anyone.

         10                 Now, again, I am not affiliated with

         11  an HMO, and all I can tell you is that what I hear

         12  is that some HMOs, medical review is a lot more

         13  stringent than the average insurance company.

         14                 Again, that probably depends on the

         15  particular HMO that you are affiliated with, and it

         16  probably also depends on the nature of the test, the

         17  doctor who ordered the service, and his history with

         18  the HMO and things of that nature.

         19                 Would they approve expensive

         20  procedures? In some cases they will. Okay, I know if

         21  you pick up the papers you will see in some cases

         22  they don't, and as you had pointed out before your

         23  question, sometimes disastrous results happen.

         24                 But, again, it is an individual basis

         25  but that is generally how the thought process works.
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          2                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Thank you.

          3                 And Ms. Weisman or Mr. Baker, do

          4  either of you want to make some comments?

          5                 MS. WEISMAN: You can go first.

          6                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Ms. Weisman

          7  yields.

          8                 MR. BAKER: I think what Mr. Martinez

          9  says is true. I think there is another piece of it,

         10  and that is that in the Medicare Program, I have a

         11  statistic that I talked about earlier, which is that

         12  only two percent of people on Medicare appeal

         13  denials of care by Medicare or by Medicare HMOs. Of

         14  the two percent that do appeal, the challenge

         15  denials, 75 percent of people win.

         16                 So, the story there is, fight like

         17  heck and you are going to win, okay?

         18                 In the Medicare HMO program we have a

         19  pretty good appeal system on paper, but it is only

         20  on paper unless you really, you, your friends, who

         21  are on Medicare HMOs, or regular Medicare, access it

         22  and fight for your rights.

         23                 In the Medicare HMO program, the HMO

         24  makes a decision. You then get to challenge that

         25  decision.  If the HMO that looks at the decision
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          2  again, if they don't still agree with you, they have

          3  to send you to an outside reviewer, third party,

          4  that is not affiliated with the HMO, that is hired

          5  by the government to make sure they are making the

          6  right decision.

          7                 And, so, if you leave here with

          8  nothing else today from me, that is, if you get a

          9  denial from Medicare, challenge it. Because the odds

         10  are you are going to win more care or more coverage

         11  for your care, okay?

         12                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Thank you.

         13                 COUNCIL MEMBER BOYLAND: Thank you.

         14                 I am going to have to try to run back

         15  to the Borough of Brooklyn, but I just want to say,

         16  in closing, as I do leave, I want to thank Council

         17  Member Julia Harrison for having the hindsight to

         18  have this forum here. I think you should all give

         19  her a round of applause.

         20                 Myself being one of the younger

         21  members, I am 30, and I look around and I say there

         22  is so much that I can learn from you, and I am glad

         23  that we have these wonderful group of astute

         24  panelists here to answer the questions, and also for

         25  me, being on the Aging Committee at 30, it is such a
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          2  daily experience for me to pick your brains almost

          3  here today and I am very proud to be here today and

          4  I want to thank you and continue doing what you are

          5  doing, and at the City Council we will continue

          6  doing what we are doing to support you and help you

          7  and to bring forums like this to you.

          8                 Thank you for having us.

          9                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Thank you.

         10                 I am going to call on Abe Arbitem,

         11  who is here from Clearview Center.

         12                 Okay, Abe has a very long question,

         13  so give him your attention, please.

         14                 MR. ARBITEM: I will try to go fast.

         15                 Since 1997 when the Balance Budget

         16  Amendment was adopted, it was agreed upon that 115

         17  billion would be cut from Medicare over a five-year

         18  period. Since then, the government has been engaged

         19  in a so-called effort to save Medicare by killing

         20  it.

         21                 In this year, 1999, we will soon be

         22  introduced to Medicare Choice, which is nothing more

         23  than an alphabet soup geared only to the mind (sic)

         24  Medicare and thereby leaking (sic) it.

         25                 We already have HMOs, with the
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          2  question marks that you heard today, and now we are

          3  hearing a lot about POS's and PPOs, DSOs, PFX, and

          4  MSAs, when will the government stop this charade and

          5  give us all of our universal health care system that

          6  we deserve?

          7                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: I don't know

          8  whether any one of our panelists can answer that. I

          9  think the answer resides right here in this entire

         10  body, because if you folks are committed to the

         11  universal and home care concept, and we are in the

         12  City Council, and we work together, we can start the

         13  movement that will work hard for universal health

         14  care and I think that is the only answer I can give

         15  to you, Abe.

         16                 If you would like to say something

         17  please, Ms. Weisman?

         18                 MS. HENICK: Yes. I would like to

         19  answer this gentleman.

         20                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Can someone

         21  give her a microphone? Pass the mic down.

         22                 MS. HENICK: No, no, I'm all right.

         23  There is a very, very great gentleman, that when

         24  people say how much longer will we be taking this

         25  abuse and this discrimination, whether it is
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          2  housing, jobs, whatever, and Mr. Ropeson said, you

          3  will only get it when you demand it.

          4                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: And that is

          5  what I say, you will only get it when you demand it.

          6  And if you want universal health care, you have to

          7  organize and you have to demand it. And we are ready

          8  to work with you if we get your support.

          9                 Thank you very much, darling.

         10                 COUNCIL MEMBER CLARKE: I have an idea

         11  that for those of us who live in New York and New

         12  York State, all of this sounds good, until you get

         13  to those people who are willing to listen to the

         14  HMOs, and who get lobbied against that which is best

         15  for most Americans.

         16                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: So, we have a

         17  big job ahead of us.

         18                 COUNCIL MEMBER CLARKE: Yes, we have a

         19  big job ahead of us.

         20                 Yes, Eddie.

         21                 EDDIE: If there is a great incline

         22  and your friend is over the hill, if you stand on

         23  the bottom of the hill and you say I will never get

         24  there, you will never get there. You have got to try

         25  a little harder to get over the hill. And that is
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          2  what we have to do.

          3                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Yes, sir.

          4                 PARTICIPANT: You know there is a big

          5  senior organization in the United States called

          6  AARP.

          7                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Yes, we know

          8  about that.

          9                 PARTICIPANT: Are you people working

         10  with them to suggest whatever programs you want?

         11                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: No, we don't

         12  work with the AARP. We work with organizations with

         13  whom we make outreach, because they do not work with

         14  us in a direct relationship. So, the answer is no.

         15                 PARTICIPANT: They have chapters all

         16  over the place.

         17                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: They do indeed,

         18  and there are other organizations that have chapters

         19  all over the place like Self-Help, Inc. So, we reach

         20  out, we are here and we do not work with them.

         21                 COUNCIL MEMBER KOSLOWITZ: Some of us

         22  belong to AARP.

         23                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: As a matter of

         24  fact I belong to it too and I don't always agree

         25  with programs they offer us, and I think that they
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          2  were opposed to the universal health care concept at

          3  the time when we campaigned for universal health

          4  care. So, it is a separate organization.

          5                 MR. ARBITEM: When Hillary Clinton did

          6  introduce universal health care and fought for it,

          7  AARP, and they were with Prudential Insurance at the

          8  time, and they were at cross purposes with the

          9  business of whether to go forward and they straddled

         10  the issue and really helped kill it.

         11                 So, the question is that we have to

         12  fight harder to overcome, understand what is going

         13  on and fight harder to overcome it and get to a

         14  point where we get that universal care which we

         15  really, really deserve in a country like this.

         16                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Your point is

         17  well taken, sir, and I thank you for making the

         18  observation.

         19                 I call on Michael Rosenkrants from

         20  the Rosenthal Senior Center.

         21                 MS. HIMORADA: I am not Michael.

         22                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Oh, who are

         23  you. You don't look like Mike.

         24                 MS. HIMORADA: I am not Michael, but I

         25  am reading for --
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          2                 MS. HIMORADA: I am Fanny Himorada

          3  from Clearview Center.

          4                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Oh.

          5                 MS. HIMORADA: Okay, his question was,

          6  why do people in HMOs get less service than people

          7  who are on Medicare?

          8                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: I don't know.

          9  Do we have some answers?

         10                 MR. BAKER: I am sorry, I didn't hear

         11  the question.

         12                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: The question is

         13  why do people in HMOs get less service than people

         14  on Medicare?

         15                 MR. MARTINEZ: Theoretically they do

         16  not get less service than people on Medicare.

         17                 HMOs are required, for the most part

         18  they provide the same services that Medicare Part B

         19  and Medicare in general would.

         20                 Many HMOs offer you more services.

         21  For example, they pick up prescription drugs and

         22  things of that nature, which Medicare Part B does

         23  not.

         24                 So, I know -- you know, I think I

         25  have an idea of where your question is going because
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          2  from what I understand, the HMOs deny more

          3  individual services than Medicare Part B would.

          4  However, in general the HMO, the coverage, the

          5  overall coverage, does cover the same things, and

          6  many times more than traditional Medicare would.

          7                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Okay?

          8                 Our next question will be by Frank

          9  Louie of Maspeth.

         10                 PARTICIPANT: It is really Prince

         11  Street, not Maspeth.

         12                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Oh, really.

         13  Okay, so Prince Street.

         14                 MR. LOUIE: My question is, if one

         15  wants to stop their Medicare and switch to an HMO,

         16  they often left their 20 percent coverage, and if

         17  they find that the HMOs are not working through

         18  their, you know, to the way they like it, can they

         19  revert back to their Medicare coverage?

         20                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Mr. Baker, I

         21  see you are very much in tune with this.

         22                 MR. BAKER: Yes, I am.

         23                 In New York State we have the best of

         24  all possible worlds, in many ways, but with regard

         25  to Medicare HMOs and coming back and forth between
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          2  Medicare and Medicare HMOs, if you join a Medicare

          3  HMO in a particular month, you have the right under

          4  federal law that if you do not like that HMO, you

          5  can immediately what we call disenroll or get out of

          6  the HMO by writing to them, and if you did that in

          7  any day of this month of January, even today,

          8  January 21st, you would be out of the HMO and back

          9  on the traditional Medicare program as of February

         10  1, okay? So, you can do it in less than a month.

         11                 And you can then buy in New York

         12  State any MediGap policy that you want. You know the

         13  policies that AARP and Empire Blue Cross, Blue

         14  Shield sell, plan A, plan B, plan C, they are all

         15  open to you, no matter how old or how sick you are.

         16                 So, we have complete going back and

         17  forth between HMOs or traditional Medicare and the

         18  MediGap policy. You cannot be charged more premium

         19  or you cannot be denied a MediGap policy from AARP

         20  or another insurance company because of your age or

         21  because of your health status, because you are sick

         22  or something, okay?

         23                 So, if you are not happy with any

         24  HMO, you can get out of it and the first thing next

         25  month, you are back on original Medicare, okay? So,
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          2  that is an important thing to remember here in New

          3  York State, you can go back and forth.

          4                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Thank you very

          5  much.

          6                 Ms. Weisman wants to add to that.

          7                 MS. WESIMAN: It is sort of a question

          8  comment.

          9                 My understanding of that is though,

         10  under the Balance Budget Act that they are

         11  supporting yearly lock-ins.

         12                 MR. BAKER: That's right.

         13                 MS. WEISMAN: So after --

         14                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Will you

         15  explain what a yearly lock-in is?

         16                 MS. WEISMAN: In the coming year 2000,

         17  and 2001 --

         18                 MR. BAKER: 2002.

         19                 MS. WEISMAN: 2002, people under

         20  Medicare will be locked into their insurance plan

         21  for one year, which means that if you don't like

         22  your HMO, or you don't like your health care

         23  benefit, you are either going to have to pay

         24  out-of-pocket for that year, or you are going to

         25  have to wait until your year is up to switch.
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          2                 Now, my understanding also is part of

          3  what the Federal Employees Health Benefits Program

          4  is asking is for even more of a lock-in period. So,

          5  they are trying to strengthen it.

          6                 My understanding of it is that there

          7  is going to be a lot of, as Abe said, alphabet soup,

          8  PTO and PSOs and all of these different kinds of

          9  plans, and in order to see their success or failure

         10  rate, they want people to stick in it for at least a

         11  year.

         12                 Also, I would like to make another

         13  comment that I tried to make during the national

         14  health discussion. I personally think, as is

         15  somebody who is under 30, that in order for us to

         16  have national health, or for us to preserve Medicare

         17  and Social Security, there has to be advocacy and it

         18  has to be from a very, very inter-generational

         19  place. Because this isn't going to be just affecting

         20  you, it is going to be affecting my parents and my

         21  peers, and I am quite afraid that many of my peers

         22  don't really know how this is going to affect them,

         23  and they also vote.

         24                 So, my suggestion is, the next time

         25  we have one of these open forums, is maybe to invite
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          2  some people from younger advocacy groups, so we can

          3  all talk about how to get the things that we need

          4  and how we can all really work together.

          5                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: That is a very

          6  well taken point. Thank you. Thank you very much.

          7                 I have another question, there is a

          8  hand up in the back. Whoever raised their hand,

          9  speak out loud. Yell.

         10                 PARTICIPANT: I have just retired from

         11  the government, I worked for the IRS, and I have GHI

         12  and Medicare, and I have only Medicare Part A, and I

         13  was just wondering if I could get Medicare Part B?

         14                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: I would

         15  appreciate an answer to that, if anyone can answer

         16  that.

         17                 MR. MARTINEZ: You just need to

         18  contact your Social Security Office and tell them

         19  you want to sign up for Part B.

         20                 PARTICIPANT: Thank you. I see.

         21                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Thank you.

         22                 Before I call on the last person who

         23  is programmed to ask questions, before I throw the

         24  floor open to anyone who wants to speak, I do want

         25  to say thank you very, very kindly to those Rose
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          2  Togen and to Grace Nieremburg and to the entire

          3  Self-Help organization which has been so very

          4  cooperative and helped us with these facilities and

          5  the people who have come.

          6                 I am calling on Goldie Arturo, who is

          7  going to elucidate on the question that was asked

          8  before about NORCs. So, she is going to speak about

          9  NORCs in her district, which we had heard about

         10  earlier today from Nita Henick.

         11                 Okay, go ahead.

         12                 MS. ARTURO: What, if any, does

         13  Medicare pay for long-term care, and what is your

         14  definition of long-term care?

         15                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Does anybody

         16  want to try?

         17                 Go ahead. Repeat yourself. Wait a

         18  minute, Ms. Henick wants to speak.

         19                 Speak into the mic, Ms. Henick.

         20                 MS. HENICK: All I want to say, and I

         21  don't know, maybe they have more up-to-date material

         22  than I do, but all I want to say, whatever is

         23  covered in short-term rehab by Medicare is

         24  considered as far as long-term care and Medicare

         25  come together.
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          2                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Does that

          3  answer your question, honey?

          4                 MS. ARTURO: Yes.

          5                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Okay.

          6                 All right, now that is the end of our

          7  formal questions that have been prepared by the

          8  local centers. If any individuals in the room now

          9  want to ask questions or make comments, the floor is

         10  open for you.

         11                 Yes, Ma'am.

         12                 May we have order, so we can hear our

         13  speakers, please. She is going to try to get to the

         14  microphone.

         15                 Speak into the mic closely.

         16                 PARTICIPANT: I have an opportunity to

         17  get home care, long-term care at a very nominal fee,

         18  but you have to use $25,000 of your medical benefits

         19  or turn it over, employee receipts for home care, or

         20  nursing home care; is that a good policy?

         21                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Ms. Henick, can

         22  you answer that?

         23                 MS. HENICK: I am sorry, I did not

         24  hear the question.

         25                 PARTICIPANT: I have an opportunity to
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          2  get home care at a very nominal fee, but you have to

          3  use up $25,000 of medical care benefits, in private

          4  insurance, and then they take over.

          5                 MR. HENICK: That is really, and I

          6  will ask Mr. Baker to verify that for me --

          7                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: I am sorry, can

          8  we have quiet, please.

          9                 SERGEANT-AT-ARM PEREZ: Keep it down,

         10  please.

         11                 MR. HENICK: That is usually part of a

         12  long-term care insurance policy, that basically

         13  would be to use up as much care and then to be

         14  covered by their policy which goes along with

         15  whatever Medicaid or whatever. I really have no

         16  idea. I am not that knowledgeable in long-term care,

         17  maybe Mr. Baker can answer that.

         18                 MR. BAKER: I am not going to be much

         19  more knowledgeable either about that. But I would

         20  say before I signed up for any program like that, I

         21  would want to make sure that I had some independent

         22  advice to sit down with someone and really go over

         23  it.

         24                 I mean, if you have got to give up

         25  $25,000 in assets or income in order to pay that
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          2  $400 a year, I would want to be very sure that what

          3  I was getting was exactly what I was promised.

          4                 Now, what you can do is you can call

          5  the New York State Department of Insurance, they

          6  have a consumer services hot line, and they should

          7  be able to tell you whether or not that is a

          8  reputable program, okay?

          9                 PARTICIPANT: Thank you.

         10                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: I understand

         11  that there was someone here from Maspeth; would you

         12  like to speak, sir? Do you have a question?

         13                 PARTICIPANT: My question was asked by

         14  someone else.

         15                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: I called a man

         16  named Frank Louie, is that you?

         17                 MR. LOUIE: I do have one question.

         18                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Yes.

         19                 MR. LOUIE: A lot of people have been

         20  talking about HMOs and the reason they buy it is

         21  because of prescriptions. Does anybody know about

         22  ethics in New York State where you get prescriptions

         23  paid for without going into an HMO? Can somebody

         24  answer that, what is the cost? People are

         25  complaining they don't get prescriptions, and they
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          2  can't get into anything without having to pay a

          3  fortune.

          4                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Ms. Weisman

          5  will try to answer you, okay?

          6                 MS. WEISMAN: We do have the Epic

          7  (phonetic) Program, which is a pharmaceutical

          8  insurance program by the State that we fought very,

          9  very hard to pass.

         10                 Epic has been very, very helpful in

         11  providing seniors with prescription benefits, but

         12  there is an income threshold and I believe off of

         13  the top of my head that it is something like, if you

         14  are a single person you have to make under $19,000 a

         15  year. And if you are a married couple you have to

         16  have something like under $22,000 a year.

         17                 So, it is roughly, the income level,

         18  you don't have to have a ton of money, so it really

         19  helps people in low income. So, you can actually

         20  apply for it, but again you have to be in this low

         21  income.

         22                 MR. LOUIE: My second part of that

         23  question is, does it pay for us to look into Epic

         24  before we buy an HMO?

         25                 MS. WEISMAN: It depends on your
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          2  income. I mean, it absolutely couldn't hurt to look

          3  into it, and if you certainly qualify for it, you

          4  should certainly think about it, absolutely. Because

          5  it is a state-provided program.

          6                 PARTICIPANT: Can I ask a question?

          7                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Into the mic,

          8  go ahead.

          9                 PARTICIPANT: Why is there such a big

         10  difference in the price of prescriptions, from one

         11  pharmaceutical store to another?

         12                 MR. WEISMAN: That's a very good

         13  question.

         14                 PARTICIPANT: Can I tell you my

         15  experience? I went in for a prescription into

         16  Waldbaums and they gave me a price of $129. I went

         17  into Rite-Aid, same prescription, they gave me a

         18  price of $156. I went into the HMO, I called up the

         19  HMO, they had their own pharmaceutical company, they

         20  gave me a price for the same prescription $196. I

         21  went into Genovese and the same prescription cost me

         22  $82.

         23                 COUNCIL MEMBER KOSLOWITZ: I would

         24  like to speak about that. I am the Chair of the

         25  Consumer Affairs Committee and that absolutely is a
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          2  Consumer Affairs issue. So, I am going to give you

          3  my card, and I would like you to get in touch with

          4  me because I think we have to get the state

          5  involved, the State Consumer Affairs, and we will

          6  definitely do something about this.

          7                 PARTICIPANT: Thank you.

          8                 Can I ask another question?

          9                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Yes.

         10                 PARTICIPANT: What are we doing about

         11  Social Security with the investment --

         12                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: That is going

         13  to be another topic, and I have my own feelings

         14  about investing in a stock market and I don't agree

         15  with it and I think I am going to have to have

         16  another meeting on that alone, definitely. Anything

         17  pertaining to social security we will have to have a

         18  separate hearing on, honey.

         19                 PARTICIPANT: Thank you.

         20                 I have a coverage in my HMO that

         21  gives me $1,500 to spend --

         22                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: For what?

         23                 PARTICIPANT: For medication.

         24                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: Okay.

         25                 PARTICIPANT: This spent over $700 and
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          2  $1,500 went out, is there any regulation on that?

          3                 MR. BAKER: Regulation on the coverage

          4  of prescription drugs and Medicare HMOs? Medicare

          5  HMOs provide additional benefits, one of which is

          6  prescription drug coverage. Because it is not a

          7  benefit that Medicare actually covers, while the

          8  Health Care Financing Administration which funds

          9  Medicare oversees what that benefit is, they can

         10  change it from year to year, and there are no real

         11  rules on what they have to cover, how much they have

         12  to cover and so it can change every year.

         13                 The trend has been for the co-payment

         14  amounts to go up, for coverage levels to come down,

         15  and for HMOs to develop what are called formularies,

         16  which are lists of drugs that are covered. And if

         17  your drug isn't on the list, they won't cover it.

         18                 So, if you are going into an HMO

         19  because of a restriction drug benefit, you need to

         20  remember that it can change, and that if you are

         21  going in, you are going to want to find out whether

         22  or not your particular is covered by that HMO if

         23  that is your main reason for joining, okay? But it

         24  can change a lot on a yearly basis, and so there is

         25  not a lot we can do to stop that from happening.
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          2                 CHAIRPERSON HARRISON: At this time, I

          3  want to thank everybody who has participated in this

          4  meeting, especially our panelists. I think they have

          5  done an outstanding job. And I would like to thank

          6  each of our colleagues at the table, I want to thank

          7  you all very, very much for having been so

          8  completely dependable and cooperative. Thank you so

          9  much. The meeting is adjourned.

         10                 (Hearing concluded at 11:10 a.m.)
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