

Congressional Failure to Avert Medicare Cut 
Threatens Your Access to Health Care 

In the name of eliminating uncertainty, Congress failed to pass legislation that would grant a two-month reprieve from devastating cut in Medicare physician payment. They claimed they wanted a one-year Medicare payment patch. In doing so, they have thrust elderly and disabled Americans —  as well as military families who depend on TRICARE — into an abyss of insecurity.

Congress’ failure means family physicians will immediately be faced with devastating losses for each Medicare and TRICARE beneficiary they see. The implications of such a threat to physician practices’ financial viability go far beyond the more than 46 million Medicare beneficiaries and military families who depend on TRICARE for their insurance coverage. Potentially, Congress’ failure could affect whether all Americans will be able to see a doctor when they need one. 

Why? At least one in four patients seen by family physicians each day is a Medicare beneficiary. In some practices, as many as eight in 10 patients are elderly or disabled. A 27.4 percent reduction in payment for their care threatens the financial viability of these physicians’ practices. In fact, a 2010 survey of family physicians found that a smaller 25 percent  Medicare cut would force more than one in 10 out of business. Today, the looming 27.4 percent Medicare cut will have even more devastating effects.

Worse, the impact of Medicare physician payment cuts could increase geometrically. Many private insurance companies pattern their physician payment after Medicare, posing the additional, cascading effect of plummeting revenue to pay employees, office rent and utilities, and vendors for medical supplies.

Since 2001, family physicians have worked tirelessly on behalf of their Medicare and TRICARE patients. Since 2001, the formula that dictates Medicare payment for physicians has threatened the viability of their practices. Since 2001, family physicians have faced annual, monthly, and sometimes even semi-monthly threats to their payment because of the formula that dictates Medicare payment for physician services. Since 2001, physicians have seen Medicare compensation stagnate and the cost to keep their practices open increase 20 percent. 

No small business — as many family physician practices are — can sustain that kind of loss.  No other sector of the business community is routinely subjected to this variability and uncertainty. Congress must end patients’ health insecurity by averting the draconian Medicare physician pay cut and establishing a permanent change to the formula that dictates Medicare payment.  
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