
 

Obama ready to sign bill revamping
Medicare doctor fees (Update)
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In this Jan. 6, 2015 file photo, House Speaker John Boehner of Ohio is handed
the gavel from House Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi, D-Calif, after being re-
elected for a third term to lead the 114th Congress, as Republicans assume full
control for the first time in eight years, on Capitol Hill in Washington. The
House is expected to vote Thursday on replacing the current formula with a new
approach. It calls for a period of basically stable reimbursements, followed by
gradually shifting a larger share of doctors' pay so that it's keyed to quality,
rather than quantity, of service. The Medicare fix is packaged with an extension
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of children's health insurance, funding for community health centers and dozens
of other provisions. The outlook in the Senate is unclear. (AP Photo/Pablo
Martinez Monsivais, File)

President Barack Obama said Wednesday he's ready to sign "good,
bipartisan" legislation protecting physicians from steep cuts in Medicare
reimbursements and bolstering health programs for children and the poor
as Senate Democrats seemed to soften their opposition to the package.

Obama's remark, made a day before the House is expected to approve
the $214 billion measure, seemed to bolster the measure's prospects in
the Senate, where Minority Leader Harry Reid and others had
complained about abortion curbs and other provisions.

The bill is a scarce Capitol Hill commodity: a bipartisan compromise
between House Speaker John Boehner, R-Ohio, and Minority Leader
Nancy Pelosi, D-Calif. It would replace an 18-year-old law that has
perennially prompted Congress to block deep cuts in doctors' Medicare
payments, reductions physicians have threatened could make them stop
treating the program's elderly recipients.

"As we speak, Congress is working to fix the Medicare payment system.
I've got my pen ready to sign a good bipartisan bill," the president said at
a White House event marking the five-year anniversary of his signing his
health care overhaul.

The White House later issued a statement supporting the House bill,
saying it would promote "better care, smarter spending and healthier
people."

Obama spoke with Congress planning to leave town for a two-week
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recess by week's end. Without congressional action, Medicare physicians
face a 21 percent cut in fees on April 1, though the federal agency that
processes the checks could delay the impact of those reductions for two
weeks.

For two years, the Medicare measure would continue higher funding for
a pair of programs coveted by both parties but especially Democrats:
The Children's Health Insurance Program, which serves around 8 million
low-income children, and the nation's 1,300 community health centers,
which serve poor families.

Provisions like that have made many Democrats increasingly reluctant to
block the overall legislation.

  
 

  

In this June 4, 2013, file photo, Rep. Jim McDermott, D-Wash., asks a question
during a House Ways and Means Committee hearing on Capitol Hill in
Washington. New momentum for a lasting fix to Medicare's doctor-payment
problem shows that lawmakers may finally be recognizing what has long
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bothered their constituents. "Everybody hates it," said McDermott, who is a
psychiatrist. "In the political process there is a time when something gets to
where it's like a boil and it's about to burst. And then it's gone." (AP
Photo/Charles Dharapak, File)

No. 3 Senate Democratic leader Chuck Schumer of New York said
Wednesday that the measure's restrictions on abortions at community
health centers were not as "severe" as abortion curbs in a separate bill on
human trafficking that Democrats are blocking.

A day earlier, Reid, D-Nev., also distinguished between the two
measures, saying, "They're not the same, dealing with abortion."

Some Senate Democrats and abortion-rights groups have complained
that the Medicare measure would cement into permanent law abortion
restrictions at community health centers. Pelosi, a long-time abortion-
rights advocate, has said those restrictions would be temporary and
simply continue limitations Congress has imposed annually since 1979.

In words that seemed to boost the measure further, Obama spokesman
Josh Earnest praised Pelosi for "an impeccable record of standing up for
the right of women to choose." He added, "We certainly put a lot of
stock in the views of the minority leader on this."

In the first official figures on the bill's costs, the nonpartisan
Congressional Budget Office said the measure's costs would total $214
billion over the coming decade.

In a letter to Boehner, the budget office said $141 billion of that would
be paid for by increasing federal deficits. Nearly all the rest would be
divided evenly between added costs for Medicare beneficiaries,
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including $34 billion in higher premiums for top-earning recipients, and
payment cuts to nursing homes, hospitals and other providers.

Republican leaders have said some of the agreement's provisions would
produce large savings beginning a decade after enactment. That
argument could help them win votes from conservatives unhappy about
increasing federal deficits.

The budget office said while that it is true, costs would also grow. It said
the measure could yield savings or added costs in that second decade,
with the middle ground being small savings.

Of the bill's total costs, $175 billion would come from annulling and
replacing the 1997 law capping doctors' Medicare reimbursements.
Doctors would instead get small, initial annual increases, while payment
systems would be created to encourage them to charge patients for the
quality, not quantity of their care.

The bill also provides money to help poorer people pay Medicare costs
and other programs including diabetes research, aid for rural schools and
hospitals and Tennessee hospitals serving many poor patients.

Medicare recipients' premiums for medical care, which are based on the
program's costs, would grow by about $10 by 2025, compared to a $7.50
increase if the doctors' fee system was unchanged, the budget office
said. The premium is currently $105 monthly for most people, more for
those earning higher incomes.

The Committee for a Responsible Federal Budget, a bipartisan anti-
deficit group, criticized the overall bill, saying, "It is unacceptable for
that fix to add so much to Medicare spending and the debt."

But applying its heft to the measure was the American Medical
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Association.

"It is the solution American patients and physicians need and deserve,"
said AMA President Robert M. Wah.

© 2015 The Associated Press. All rights reserved.
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