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Oncology Issues January/February 200t

T
he unexpected happens
every time I turn around.
Has the samebeenhappen­
ing to you? For example,
my wifeCarol and I were

down at our beachhouseon the
Outer Banksof North Carolinaand
woke up to snow on the beach.
Carol says "it's rare as hen's teeth."

Speaking of the unexpected...at
the very last minute,at the veryend
of a long and acrimonious session of
Congress,our legislators finally
passed-and the Presidentfinally
signed-a hugepackage of health
care measures, most of which we
were working on allyear long.

The largest issues concerned
reducing drug reimbursement for
hospitals and private practices.
Therewas the Health Care Financing
Administration's (HCFA's) unilater­
al reductionof reimbursement for 50
drugs that simulated average whole­
saleprice(AWP) minus17percent,
and HCFA's unilateral reductionof
drug reimbursement for outpatient
pass-through drugsto AWPminus
17percent. Either onewould have
put a significant proportion of cancer
careproviders out of business. The
former issue was hard fought, espe­
cially by a coalition involving the
Association of Community Cancer
Centers,the OncologyNursing
Society, US Oncology,and the
National PatientAdvocacy
Foundation.

The secondfightwas evenscarier.
Wehadonly a weekbefore the dec­
tions to persuade Congressto act.
The Washington Post recently noted
we delivered more than 100,000 let­
ters to Congress and the Admini­
strationon thesetwo issues! This
letter-writing campaign wassupple­
mentedby someincredible Hill work
by ChristianDowns from our staff
andAlan Parver, our legal counseL

The upshot of thesenear cata­
strophes is that we slide into 200t

with some bigagendas. The House
Waysand MeansSubcommittee on
Health has promisedhearings on
appropriatedrug reimbursement for
hospitals this spring with the aim of
figuring out what to do for the long
run under ambulatorypayment clas­
sifications (APes). And,language
we helpedthe Congresswork out
prohibits HCFA from administra­
tivereductionsof AWP until the
GeneralAccountingOfficecancon­
duct a study of drug and practice
expense costs.Both of these issues
requireour attention in 2001.

The omnibusbudget bill also
handleda number of other issues.
Congressended the debateover self­
administration by covering self­
injectable drugs,The bill alsocovers:
biennial pap smears and pelvic
exams; screeningcolonoscopies for
average-risk individuals (every10
years); better payments
for advanced mammographytech­
nologies; reduced beneficiary co­
paymentsover the next 5 years;
demonstration projectson cancer
preventionand treatment for
minorities; a 5 percent increase in
hospicebasepayments; a congres­
sionalclarification that physician
certification of a patient's eligibility
for hospicecould be fallible (go
figurel); an increase in the hospital
APC payments; grandfathering in
provider-basedstatus for someser­
vices; and full fundingfor the
National Institutesof Health, the
National Cancer Institute,and the
Centers for Disease Control.

A coalitionof 45cancerorganize­
tions,led by the American Cancer
Society, includingACCC and most
of the folks you know, worked on
gettingthe omnibus budget bill
pas~ed. The AHA alsodeserves
praIse.

So,what's my forecast for 2001?
I'm betting on more snow on the
beach. ...
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