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gaps in the plan just passed by Congress. And offer that
benefit in the cost-effective, reliable traditional Medicare
program. Why give this kind of money away to private plans
to do what the traditional program has proven it can do
more effectively?

The new Medicare law includes another certain prescription
for skyrocketing costs. Adding insult to injury, it explicitly
prohibits the government from negotiating discounted
prices with pharmaceutical companies on behalf of the 41
million Medicare beneficiaries. This eliminates one of the
best tools possible to lower the cost of the drugs to be
purchased under the new plan, as well as Medicare's future
overall costs. The Veterans Administration already uses
this tool to obtain dramatic savings, and the President
proposes allowing small businesses to do so. Why is
Medicare prohibited from seeking such savings?

The expense of giving people with Medicare a sensible
drug benefit does not have to be this high. If we really want
to provide an affordable prescription drug benefit for
Medicare beneficiaries, it can be done without giving
billions of dollars to private insurance plans and
pharmaceutical companies. With his revelation of the true
costs of the drug benefit, President Bush assures that
many in Congress will be unwilling to fill in the gaps in the
meager drug coverage the act provides to older people and
people with disabilities. Worse yet, many lawmakers may
decide not to keep this long overdue promise after all.

Judith A. Stein is executive director of the Center for
Medicare Advocacy, a national group headquartered in
Willimantic.
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