




May 8, 2003

President George Bush

The White House

Washington, DC 20500

Dear President Bush:

I am writing in follow up to a letter I sent you earlier this year expressing concern with your Medicare reform proposal which relies heavily on private sector Health Maintenance Organizations (HMOs).  As I mentioned previously, this is not feasible for rural states such as South Dakota.  Private health insurance coverage options have only worsened recently in states such as mine.  Just in the past few weeks, the number of insurers providing individual coverage in South Dakota has dropped to only two.  It is important that any Medicare reform package consider this issue which will impact millions of seniors in our nation.

Beyond rural access problems, any new proposal must consider the history of the Medicare + Choice program.  HMOs have not followed through with the commitment the government has made to assure America’s seniors that they can count on their health insurance coverage.  HMOs have dropped out of the program, leaving vulnerable seniors without access to care.  This is of great concern to me and my colleagues.  Not only does a break in coverage open the door for delayed or forgone treatment, but it may also lead to more costly care through increased hospitalizations in the long term.

Not only have HMOs been unreliable for Medicare beneficiaries, but as you may know, the Medicare Payment Advisory Commission (MedPAC) released a new study which indicated that private plans cost about 15 percent more than Medicare.  Considering these findings, I encourage you to reconsider your plans to shift Medicare beneficiaries to the private insurance market.  A better approach to bringing the program into the 21st century would be to concentrate on creating a comprehensive prescription drug program that provides access to equal coverage for all seniors.

As I have mentioned previously, I would like an opportunity to work with you on a Medicare proposal that will consider the varied coverage needs of beneficiaries in both urban and rural areas.  I believe we can work together to provide improved access to all of the program’s beneficiaries and include a prescription drug benefit in Medicare for our seniors.






Sincerely,






Tim Johnson






U.S. Senate
