January 6, 2006

The US House and Senate Conference Committee have reached agreement on a budget reconciliation measure that prevents a 4.4 percent cut in Medicare physician payments effective January 1, 2006.  Unfortunately, final action has not yet been completed by Congress, and will not be done so until Congress returns at the end of January.  It is likely that the President will sign the Budget Reconciliation Bill, freezing rates at the 2005 level, but this is not certain.

In the interim, however, the 2006 Medicare fees as posted on the Medicare website (www.empiremedicare.com) are effective for services rendered on or after January 1, 2006, and include the 4.4 percent fee reduction.

Physicians must now decide how to bill for services provided to Medicare beneficiaries.

Please remember that participating physicians are permitted to bill utilizing their usual and customary (UCR) fees while accepting assignment for all Medicare patients.

Non-participating physicians who choose not to accept assignment, and as such, are bound by the federal and state limiting charge structure, may find that the 2006 Medicare posted charges are in fact lower than what the 2005 fee freeze level may be.  Therefore, physicians may want to consider performing some calculations specific to their practice to aid in the decision making process.

If practical, physicians can choose to consider delaying billing for Medicare patients until final action on the Reconciliation Bill has occurred.  However, please bear in mind that this may not happen until some time in February.  

For those physicians who elect to bill as they normally would, it is hoped that CMS (The Center for Medicare & Medicaid Services) would instruct Medicare carriers to provide automatic retroactive adjustments without requiring physicians to resubmit claims if the rates go back to the 2005 levels.  The specifics of how this process will be handled have not yet been finalized, but CMS is giving this proposal serious consideration.  Physicians need to remain vigilant and may need to resubmit claims. 

While we certainly understand that this has created a very confusing environment, physicians should make a decision based upon their particular billing patterns and practices; taking into account their own financial situation.

Please contact Regina McNally at MSSNY (516) 488-6100 x 332, or the MCMS 585-473-4072, with any questions you may have.

