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       617.665.3800 ( Fax 617.665.3888
TO:         
Robert W. Healy, City Manager

FROM:     

Harold Cox, Chief Public Health Officer




Ellen Semonoff, Assistant City Manager for Human Service Programs

DATE:
September 2, 2005

SUBJECT: 
Policy Order #5, dated 8/1/05

Summary of Order:  Collect information on all existing prescription discount programs offered directly by pharmaceutical companies to consumers who lack prescription drug coverage; and make recommendations for publicizing these discount programs to underinsured and uninsured Cambridge residents.


Insuring the availability of free or discounted prescription medications to uninsured/underinsured individuals is one of the greatest challenges facing municipalities and publicly-funded health care systems, including Cambridge Health Alliance.  

The Alliance is leading the city’s public health initiative to improve access to health care services.  The Alliance believes the best approach for providing free or inexpensive prescription medications to low-income individuals is through health insurance programs like MassHealth (Medicaid) and other state-funded insurance programs.  Individuals not eligible for these programs may qualify for “Free Care” from the Uncompensated Care Pool. 

The Department of Human Service Programs’ Council on Aging provides programs and services for Cambridge residents age 60 and over.  An important Council on Aging responsibility is providing seniors information and counseling on financial assistance for prescription drugs and the new Medicare prescription drug benefit. 

The public and private sector also offer programs that help uninsured or underinsured individuals receive free or discounted prescription medications.  These include drug manufacturers’ “patient assistance programs,” the Massachusetts Prescription Advantage plan, MassHealth programs, and various drug discount programs offered by insurance companies, non-profit organizations, and other groups. 

Pharmaceutical-Sponsored Patient Assistance Programs

Through their patient assistance programs (PAPs), pharmaceutical companies provide free or discounted prescription medicine to low-income U.S. residents who typically do not have private insurance and are not eligible for, or covered by, any government-funded reimbursement or insurance program for medication.  Some manufacturers, however, will offer discounted drugs to persons with limited coverage.
Neither the drug manufacturers nor the medical community view these programs as a solution to the larger national problem of access to affordable prescription drugs.
  Many pharmacists, physicians, and health care advocates have criticized the pharmaceutical industry for its refusal to streamline the application process for PAPs.  Since the 1990s, advocacy groups have been largely unsuccessful in their efforts to persuade pharmaceutical companies to develop a single entry point, uniform criteria for eligibility, and a standard application. 
In 2005, the Pharmaceutical Research and Manufactures of America (the industry’s main lobbying arm) began to reinvigorate the industry’s patient assistance programs by simplifying its online application and establishing a toll-free number (1-888-477-2669) for consumers to learn which programs they may be eligible for.  This year, PhRMA also launched a major national advertising campaign to promote its Partnership for Prescription Assistance (PPA) program.  According to PhRMA, its Partnership for Prescription Assistance offers a “single point of access” to more than 475 public and private patient assistance programs, including more than 150 programs offered by pharmaceutical companies.

Although the drug companies’ Partnership for Prescription Assistance has improved access to its patient assistance programs, the application process is still cumbersome for many consumers, the vast majority of whom are poor, elderly, or disabled.  The application forms for the industry’s 150 patient assistance programs continue to vary widely because drug manufacturers refuse to establish a standard application, citing concerns that they would violate federal antitrust law if they established uniform criteria. 
, 

The staff who field calls to PPA’s toll-free information line gather financial and demographic information from consumers, and then mail them applications for programs for which they may be eligible.  The consumer must then decide which programs would serve them best.  

For residents in need of free or discounted medicines of more than one type, these patient assistance programs may not be the most appropriate first choice, since typically consumers can only enroll in one pharmaceutical-sponsored program at a time, and that single program may only meet some of their needs. Staff from the Human Services Department and Council on Aging will be meeting in the next few weeks with a group working with PhRMA to talk about how to maximize the available resources for Cambridge seniors. 

Local Efforts to Promote Prescription Coverage Programs

Cambridge Health Alliance and the City of Cambridge promote a variety of programs and activities that help uninsured or underinsured residents gain access to prescription drug coverage programs or discount programs. 

The consensus among Council on Aging staff and Alliance pharmacy and geriatric social worker staff is that the single, best resource for counseling residents about patient assistance programs (both public and private) and for helping them complete the applications is the not-for-profit MassMedLine (866-633-1617/www.massmedline.com).  MassMedLine is a free telephone information service staffed by pharmacists and case managers who provide Massachusetts residents with:  

· Information, on various insurance programs, via case management specialists. 

· Information about programs sponsored by the pharmaceutical industry that provide free, low cost or discounted medications. 

· Information about private organizations providing discounts on medications.

· Clinical information from licensed pharmacists including medication counseling, drug profile review, counseling on compliance issues and options for lower cost medications. 

· Outreach programs to increase community awareness of the programs that are available for prescription access.

Mass MedLine is sponsored by the Massachusetts College of Pharmacy, in collaboration with the Executive Office of Elder Affairs.  

The Council on Aging (through its S.H.I.N.E. program) frequently includes information about Mass Medline in its monthly newsletter, Newslines, which reaches 2800 Cambridge seniors through the senior housing developments and local community groups.  MassMedline is also mentioned as a resource at all presentations given by S.H.I.N.E. counselors, and listed as a resource in flyers and info sheets. 

The S.H.I.N.E. program and the Alliance’s Senior Connections telephone information service also speak directly to seniors about various prescription drug discount programs, including those offered by the state’s Prescription Advantage Program, MassHealth (Medicaid), and Medicare.

On Thursday, November 3, the S.H.I.N.E. program will present a seminar for seniors about the new prescription drug benefit from Medicare that will take effect at the beginning of next year.  The two-hour seminar is being offered at 1 pm and 6 pm at the Cambridge Citywide Senior Center.  The seminar is free.

Recommendations for further promoting patient assistance programs and related services:

· Use the Cambridge Public Health Department website to publicize free information and referral services (e.g., MassMedline, the S.H.I.N.E. program, the Alliance’s Senior Connections) that can help link residents to free or discounted prescription drugs. 

· Invite the Director of MassMedLine to give presentations to local health care providers and social services staff so they will become more familiar with the program.

· Continue to promote prescription discount programs and PAPs in city newsletters, brochures, and other materials, as well as in the Cambridge Chronicle. 
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