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Congress’ Progressive Caucus offers alternative prescription
drug plan

By JANELLE CARTER
Associated Press Writer

WASHINGTON (AP) _ Severa congressional Democrats announced their own plan for prescription
drug coverage for the nation’s elderly on Wednesday, dismissing President Bush’'s plan as an
“‘insult to America’s seniors.”

““At best it will only help afew seniors,” said Rep. Dennis Kucinich of Ohio, chairman of the Progressive
Caucus, a group of more than 50 members of Congress.

Sen. Paul Wellstone of Minnesota went further: ** The president’s proposal is a great leap sideways.
People do not want to see us play symboalic politics with their lives.”

Bush on Monday unveiled his prescription drug plan, caled the * Immediate Helping Hand.”

The president’s plan is meant to cover the full cost of prescription drugs for individual Medicare
recipients who have incomes up to $11,600 but are not digible for Medicaid. Married
couples with incomes up to $15,700 would be eligible.

For those with slightly higher incomes _ $15,000 for individuas, $20,300 for married couples _ Bush’s
plan would offer subsidies covering at least half the cost of drug plan premiums.

Democrats contend Bush’s plan leaves out many seniors, particularly the middle-income elderly.

Wednesday's proposal by the Progressive Caucus _ one of several prescription drug plans pending in
Congress _ would cover 80 percent of the drug costs for all seniors under Medicare.

Supporters say the broader coverage would be paid for through cost-containment provisions such as
having the government buy drugs in bulk to get alower price and bringing American drug prices down
by allowing the reimportation of U.S.-made drugs sent overseas.

Still, it is uncertain how much can be saved from such measures. Drug reimportation has proven to be a
difficult subject for lawmakers. Even its original supporters now disagree on how to implement it.

A law has already passed to allow it, but the Clinton administration blocked its implementation, saying it
was vague and full of loopholes. Adding to the difficulty, trade groups in places like Canada have openly
voiced concern that the U.S. plan may upset their pharmaceutical market.

Thelaw essentialy allows drug distributors to import U.S.-made drugs sold cheaper abroad. Lawmakers
passed the measure as part of last year's spending bills.



The prescription drug proposal offered by Democrats on Wednesday seeks to strengthen the reimportation
law by adding provisions such as requiring the pharmaceutical industry to provide the Food and Drug
Administration-approved labeling for reimported drugs.

Earlier Wednesday, a bipartisan group of lawmakers urged Bush to implement the drug reimportation
law, saying it isworkable in its current form.

‘1 am confident that this legislation, when implemented, will help millions of Americans gain accessto
the prescriptions they need to live longer, happier lives,” Sen. Jim Jeffords, aVermont Republican, told a
news conference.

Added Sen. Byron Dorgan, a North Dakota Democrat, ‘‘ | think the Clinton administration made the
wrong decision, plain and simple. President Bush has an opportunity to correct it.”

On the Net:
Progressive Caucus: http://progressive.house.gov
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Democrats Hit Bush Over Prescription Drugs

Reut ers

WASHI NGTON, Jan 31 (Reuters) - Key Denocrats on Wednesday decl ared President
George W Bush’s prescription drug plan dead on arrival and proposed a riva
package ained at helping up to 40 mllion seniors and poor famlies pay for
medi cati on.

Bush nmade reform of Medicare, the government health insurance program for the
elderly, a central thene of his presidential canpaign.

But his four-year, $48 billion prescription drug plan for poor seniors has run
into stiff opposition on Capitol Hill from Denocrats and some key Republicans,
dashi ng Wi te House hopes of scoring an early legislative victory on health
care reformin the narrowy divided Congress.

In place of the president’s plan, M chigan Rep. David Boni or and ot her
Denocrats said they would introduce their own prescription drug package that
woul d benefit all Medicare recipients -- some 40 million -- rather than a
smal | er pool of poor seniors that Bush has singled out for coverage.

‘‘ People do not want to see us play synbolic politics with their lives,’’ said
Sen. Paul Wellstone, a Mnnesota Denocrat. Rep. Sherrod Brown of Chio, the
ranki ng Denocrat on the Conmerce subconmittee responsible for health issues,
said Bush’'s plan ‘‘belies an outstanding | ack of conpassion for literally

mllions of retired Anericans.’

Bonior, the No. 2 ranking House Denocrat, called the president’s package
‘‘disgustingly weak’’ and, echoing comments by other |awrakers, said it would
fail inits current form

Sent to Congress with little fanfare on Monday, Bush's plan would provi de $48
billion in support to states over four years to cover the cost of a
prescription drug programfor seniors earning under $11, 300 for individuals
and $15, 200 per couple. That noney al so would cover part of the cost for
seniors with incomes up to $14,600 and couples earning up to $19, 700.

White House officials sought to assure skeptical |awrakers that the plan was a
first step toward nodernizing Medicare, which handles nore than 900 nmillion
claims per year. They said Bush was willing to see the proposal folded into
broader reform of the Medicare program

Under the Denocratic alternative, all Medicare beneficiaries who voluntarily
enroll woul d receive prescription drug benefits. Denocrats said their approach
woul d pay for 80 percent of drug costs, conpared to 25 percent of private

i nsurance premi uns under the Bush plan

Denocratic aides said the cost of their plan would roughly match Bush’s
because of cost-containing neasures, including provisions allow ng
prescription nedicines to be re-inmported fromother countries, where they are
often far |ess expensive.

At a separate news conference, a bipartisan group of |awmakers urged Bush to

i npl enent a new |l aw aimed at | owering drug prices in the United States.
Bitterly opposed by the pharmaceutical industry, the | aw would | et pharmacists
and whol esal ers buy U.S. brand-nane drugs in countries with [ ower prices, such
as Canada, and resell themat a discount in the United States.



Former President Bill Cinton signed the legislation into | aw | ast year, but
his secretary of health and human servi ces, Donna Shal ala, refused to
i npl enent it, saying it posed possible health risks.

Upset by the Cinton adm nistration's inaction, Vernont Republican Sen. Jim
Jeffords and ot her supporters of the drug inportation |aw called on Bush’s
secretary of health and human servi ces, Tommy Thonpson, to override Shal al a.

‘*This law, while an inperfect solution to the spiraling cost of prescription
drugs, deserves and needs to be inplenmented as soon as possible,’’ Jeffords
and 15 other |awrakers said in a letter on Wednesday to Bush



DWES__
DJ US Lawmakers Renew Fight Against High Rx Drug Prices

WASHI NGTON (Dow Jones) - - The pharmaceutical industry w thstood a barrage of
criticismfrom Capitol H Il Wdnesday, with attacks coning fromboth parties
to curb the high cost of prescription drugs.

A bipartisan group of | awrakers revived a push to inplenent a new | aw t hat
al | ows pharmaci sts and whol esalers to "reinport"” drugs nmade and approved in
the U S. but sold overseas at cheaper prices.

Fornmer Secretary of Health and Human Servi ces, Donna Shal ala, refused to
i npl enent the legislation in Decenber, saying it wouldn't | ower drug prices
and posed a public health risk.

Former President Clinton signed the legislation into law in Cctober as part of
a larger bill that funded the Food and Drug Admi nistration

However, |awnmakers say the new HHS Secretary, Wsconsin Gov. Tommy Thonpson
has the power to overturn Shalala’s decision and they urged the new Bush
adm nistration to do just that.

"This law, while an inperfect solution to the spiraling cost of prescription
drugs, deserves and needs to be inplenented as soon as possible," reads a
letter signed by a bipartisan panel of 16 House and Senate | awrakers.

"The prescription drugs that would be inported are identical to the ones sold
to U S. consuners but with one key difference - they cost two to three tines
| ess in Canada, the United Kingdomor other countries," the letter states.
Many countries outside of the U S. inmpose price controls that keep drug costs
| ow.

While the legislation would have all owed pharmacies to reinport drugs
originally made in the U S. fromforeign countries, Shalala argued that it was
crafted wth | oophol es that negated the effectiveness of the program For
exanple, it would prevent inporters from using FDA-approved | abeling, allow ng
drug manufacturers to change the names of faniliar drugs or even the |anguage
that the label is printed in before shipping nmedications back to the U S.

Senators such as JimJeffords, R-Vt., and Byron Dorgan, D-N.D., said that HHS
has the authority to wite regulations that would require the proper |abeling
of inported drugs.

Denocrats Rel ease Rival Mdicare Rx Drug Pl an

At the sane tine, a team of House and Senate Denocrats unveiled a new Medi care
prescription drug proposal to rival one released by President George W Bush
earlier this week.

The Denocratic initiative differs fromBush’'s plan in allow ng the Mdicare
system - the federal health insurance for the elderly - to negotiate

di scounted prices on nedicines much in the sane way an HVO or other health

i nsurers do. Medicare insurance does not include prescription drug coverage.
The |l egislation also would require "reasonabl e pricing agreenents” wth
conmer ci al drug conpanies that profit fromresearch done by the Nationa
Institutes of Health.

And it promises to close |oopholes |eft open in the drug reinportation bill.
"The pharnmaceutical industry doesn’'t want to see discounts. They don't want to
see cost containnment,"” said Sen. Paul Wellstone, DMnn. "You ve got to be on



the side of your constituents. This adninistration doesn’'t want to take on the
phar maceuti cal industry."”

Bush’s plan would hel p one-fourth of poorest 39 million Medicare beneficiaries
buy their prescription drugs by providing $48 billion in state grants over
four years. The neasure is designed to be a tenporary fix until Congress can
find a nore conprehensive solution to help Arerica's elderly pay for their
nmedi ci ne.

"While ill people cannot afford prescription drugs, the pharmaceutica
industry |l ast year raked in $27 billion in profits, nore than any ot her
i ndustry," said Rep. Bernard Sanders, |-Vt.



