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Medicare Prescription Drug Coverage is Coming
Starting January 1, 2006, everyone with Medicare will be eligible for prescription drug coverage.  Approximately 11.4 million people with Medicare currently get drug coverage through an employer or union plan.  Medicare is working with plan sponsors to offer a variety of options for people who already have prescription drug coverage through an employer or union.

Because employers and unions can work with Medicare prescription drug coverage in several different ways, Medicare will tell all people with employer or union coverage to check with their benefits administrator before making any decisions about whether to join a Medicare Prescription Drug Plan.

Your Important Role as an Educator
As your employees and retirees begin hearing about Medicare prescription drug coverage, they are probably going to have questions and concerns about how Medicare prescription drug coverage will affect their existing benefits.  It is very important that employee benefit managers, plan administrators and other human resources personnel be prepared to provide information to employees and retirees with Medicare about their new choices and options, and be able to refer them to appropriate resources when necessary.

Features of Standard Medicare Prescription Drug Coverage
For people who choose to enroll in Medicare prescription drug coverage, coverage will be provided through Medicare Prescription Drug Plans, Medicare Advantage Plans, and other health plans that include Medicare prescription drug coverage.

Standard Medicare prescription drug coverage is structured as follows:

· Monthly premium of around $32 (in 2006)

· $250 deductible

· From $251 to $2,250, Medicare pays 75% of drug costs and plan enrollee pays 25% of drug costs

· From $2,251, plan enrollee pays 100% until true out–of–pocket spending reaches $3,600

· After plan enrollee reaches $3,600 in true out–of–pocket spending, Medicare pays about 95% of drug costs.

All Medicare Prescription Drug Plans will cover both brand name and generic drugs.  Some plans may offer enhanced coverage for an additional premium.

Individuals with Employer or Union Coverage Have a Decision to Make
Enrollment in Medicare Prescription Drug Plans begins on November 15, 2005.  People with Medicare will need to decide by May 15, 2006 whether to join a Medicare Prescription Drug Plan.

After May 15, 2006, most people will pay a penalty (a higher premium) for their Medicare prescription drug coverage if they go more than 63 continuous days without “creditable prescription drug coverage” (that is coverage that was expected to pay out, on average, at least as much as standard Medicare prescription drug coverage) from another source (such as an employer or union drug plan).  They may also have to wait to enroll to the following November.

It is the plan sponsor’s responsibility to notify their members who are eligible for Medicare prescription drug coverage – including active workers, retirees, and their dependents – whether their current coverage is creditable by November 15, 2005.  Plan sponsors can incorporate this creditable coverage notification into other plan communications.

Extra Help for Individuals with Limited Incomes and Resources
People with limited income and resources can get extra help paying for Medicare prescription drug coverage.  People with incomes below $14,355 (or $19,245 for people who are married and living with their spouse) may qualify to join a Medicare Prescription Drug Plan and pay little or nothing out–of–pocket.  

For individuals with limited income and resources, extra help paying for a Medicare prescription drug plan is available.  Information regarding this program is available through the Social Security Administration (SSA).  For more information about this extra help, please visit the Social Security Administration website at www.socialsecurity.gov , or, please call 1–800–772–1213.  TTY users should call 1–800–325–0778.

Resources to Help You Talk to Retirees and Employees
Medicare wants to help your employees and retirees get ready.  Visit our CMS Partners Center for materials, language and publications you can use to help explain Medicare prescription drug coverage issues: www.cms.hhs.gov/partnerships/news/mma/default/asp .

Quick Facts about Medicare’s New Coverage for Prescription Drugs for People who have Prescription Coverage from an Employer or Union
Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS)

Starting January 1, 2006, Medicare will offer prescription drug coverage for everyone with Medicare.  Each employer and union will decide how it wants to work with the new Medicare drug coverage.  Whether you are currently employed or retired, it is important to understand how your employer or union drug coverage will work.  Talk to your employer or union’s benefits administrator before you make a decision about whether to get Medicare prescription drug coverage.

What do I need to know?
· Your employer or union must send you information about your current drug coverage by November 14, 2005.

· The information will let you know how your current coverage compares to the standard Medicare prescription drug coverage.  This information is important because it can affect the decision you will need to make this fall about if and when you sign up for Medicare prescription drug coverage.

· If your employer or union has determined that your current coverage, on average, is at least as good as the standard Medicare prescription drug coverage:

· You can keep it as long as it is still offered by your employer or union; and

· You will not have to pay a higher premium if you do not join a Medicare prescription drug plan until after May 15, 2006.

· If your employer or union has determined that your current coverage, on average, is not at least as good as standard Medicare prescription drug coverage:

· You can keep it as long as it is still offered by your employer or union and choose not to enroll in a Medicare prescription drug plan.  If you do not join a Medicare prescription drug plan by May 15, 2006, in most cases, your next chance to enroll will be November 15–December 31 of each year.  But, your monthly premium will go up at least 1% for every month you waited to enroll.

· You can join a Medicare prescription drug plan in place of, or in addition to, your current employer or union coverage.  You will need to enroll in a Medicare prescription drug plan that meets your needs between November 15, 2005 and May 15, 2006 to get this coverage at the lowest premium.

· Remember, if you have questions, please contact your employer or union’s benefits administrator before you make any decisions about your prescription drug coverage, or if you don’t get this information by November 15, 2005.

Caution: If you drop your employer or union healthcare plan coverage, you will not be able to get it back.
How can I get more information?
· Detailed information will be available in October 2005.  You can look at the “Medicare & You 2006” handbook; visit www.medicare.gov on the web; or call 1–800–MEDICARE (1–800–633–4227).  TTY users should call 1–877–486–2048.

· Call your State Health Insurance Assistance Program (please see your copy of the “Medicare & You 2006” handbook for their telephone number.)

