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By Jack Persico, Editor-in-Chief

Give My Regards 
to Broadway

S
top me if you’ve heard this one before: news reports
circulate just after Labor Day that Medicare is going
to cut its payments to physicians come January 1st,
prompting a hue and cry in the medical communi-
ty, brinkmanship between the AMA (which threat-

ens physician abandonment of Medicare patients) and
Congress, and finally a last-minute scramble by legislators that
forestalls the cuts. Politicians then crow to their constituents that they successful-
ly “averted” a health care crisis—failing to mention, of course, that they were the
source of it in the first place. The cuts are automatically triggered once spending
exceeds what was projected by the Medicare Sustainable Growth Rate (SGR) for-
mula, as it has for the last four years, leading to the annual performance we’ve
come to know so well. Return engagements are a demographic inevitability.

To no one’s surprise, the “autumn farce” is once again underway. Early this
month, the AMA issued a press release that hits all the essential elements of the
now well-worn script: physicians are irate, patients are fearful, and politicians are
asleep at the wheel. As I’ve argued before, this issue will only show up on
Congress’s radar screen if the public truly understands the consequences for
themselves and their families and holds legislators accountable. When the issue is
presented merely as a battle between physicians and insurers, the public will be
sympathetic to doctors but largely unmotivated to do anything about it. 

Is the public finally buying in? Not really. “Seven out of 10 Americans are
unaware that the government plans to make these cuts,” said AMA Board
Member William A. Hazel, Jr., MD in the press release. However, once informed
of the cause-and-effect relationship between underfunding of physicians and pos-
sible restrictions on medical care, the public will see the writing on the wall.
“When told about the cuts, 86 percent are concerned that access to care for
Medicare patients will be hurt,” Dr. Hazel said.

So, the bad news is that the public remains generally uninformed even after
all these years. The good news is that, once educated, they will react. That’s where
you come in. According to another AMA survey, 45 percent of physicians say the
reimbursement cut will force them to decrease, or eliminate altogether, the num-
ber Medicare patients in their practices. Physicians need to share that unsavory
fact with patients, explaining that the system is fundamentally flawed. The ele-
phant in the room is the SGR. It needs to be scrapped, and we need a serious dis-
cussion about what should replace it. But no politician will openly say that, par-
ticularly in an election year, since such talk is bound to foment vigorous opposi-
tion by either the AARP (ever vigilant for cuts in care to seniors) or Wall Street
(if it smells a tax hike). The issue will be raised by the public, or not at all.

“The play’s the thing, wherein we’ll catch the conscience of the king,” Hamlet
said when trying to draw out his adversary. During this year’s performance of the
annual Medicare stage play, try to get the audience involved. Patients need to
demand that Congress stop camouflaging the problem with a quick-fix solution.
Act now before the curtain falls once again. PN
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