AARP Advocate Summary

Issue: Medicare Prescription Drug Benefit

Advocate #: 101-02

Interviewee: Tom Nelson (TN), Associate Executive Director

Organization:  AARP (www.aarp.org)
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Basic Background: The Medicare prescription drug benefit issue has been AARP’s top priority for several years because it particularly addresses their members’ concerns, who are or soon will be Medicare beneficiaries.  TN explained how there are currently 2 proposals—one Democratic and one Republican—and that Chairman Bill Thomas was leading the effort to find a compromise.  He summarized the proposals roughly like this: the Democrat proposal covers prescription costs for all purposes and the insurance program is administered directly by the state Medicare agencies, and the CBO estimates it to cost about $350 billion.  The Administration’s proposal is privately administered by health insurance companies and covers prescription costs for day-to-day and catastrophic health care, but not long-term care, and OMB estimates it to cost about $190 billion.

Prior Activity on the Issue: AARP has been a leading interest group on this issue for several years.  TN said they conduct polls and focus groups “just about every weekend for both the 65+ and 40+ age groups.”  AARP treated it as their main 2000 election issue (and in this year’s primary elections so far) and lobbied to make sure the president included it prominently in the State of the Union.  They have lobbied on the legislation “in the last few sessions.”

Advocacy Activities Undertaken:

· Lobby MCs

· Testify before committees

· Lobby Administration (White House and HCFA)

· Lobby states (legislatures and state agencies)

· Grassroots

· TV ad campaign

Future Advocacy Activities Planned: TN “expects something in the House to happen” because he got a commitment from Chairman Thomas and the Speaker.  But at the time of interview, he was uncertain about what to expect AND which plan, if any, the AARP would support.

Key Congressional Contacts/Champions: 

· Senator Ted Kennedy, Chairman of the Senate HELP Committee

· Senator Bob Graham

· Representative Bill Thomas, Chairman of the House Ways and Means Committee

· Speaker’s office

Targets of Direct Lobbying:

· Members of the Senate Finance Committee

· Members of the House Ways and Means Committee

· Members of the House Energy and Commerce Committee

· All MCs

· HHS Secretary and legislative staff

· HCFA Administrator and legislative staff

· Marc McClennan (sp?) at the White House

Targets of Grassroots Lobbying: All MCs.

Coalition Partners (Names/participants): TN said they did not participate in a coalition, but indicated that they “worked with everyone involved.”  

Other Participants in the Issue Debate: 

· PhARMA

· American Families USA

· National Committee to Preserve Social Security and Medicare

· Hospital groups (not specific)

· American Medical Association

Ubiquitous Arguments and Evidence:

· Broad public support: TN indicated that they mostly stress how their members and the public in general want a prescription drug benefit.

· Cost of Drugs: “The rise prescription prices has forced many seniors to choose between buying the drugs they need to stay healthy and the food they need to survive.”

Secondary Arguments and Evidence: 

· TN said AARP had yet to endorse any one proposal, but generally support the Democrats’ benefits with Republicans’ delivery system.  

Targeted Arguments, Targets, and Evidence: 

· To the House Republican Leadership and Chairman Thomas: “The lack of long-term coverage is a donut-hole.”  TN said this loophole is unacceptable.

Nature of the Opposition: TN described their biggest impediments as “two-fold…there’s a budget reality and a political reality.  There are only so many dollars to go around and the threat that party leaders can’t come to an agreement because it’s an election issue.”  He expanded that the hospitals and the pharmaceutical advocates were the strongest opponents.

Ubiquitous Arguments and Evidence of the Opposition:

· TN said hospital and MD advocates were mostly concernecd with Medicare repayments, or “provider givebacks.”  TN said, “‘Provider givebacks’ is their big one.  Our response is ‘OK, but the drug benefit is first.” 

· “The pharmaceuticals just say ‘No price caps.’  Our response is simply, ‘There are no price caps.’”

Secondary Arguments and Evidence of the Opposition: none mentioned

Targeted Arguments, Targets, and Evidence of the Opposition: none mentioned

Described as a Partisan Issue: Yes.  When asked, TN said they needed a bipartisan solution to get something passed into law, and he referred to the competing Democrat and Republican plans. He also said that it was an issue that depended on whether party leaders were going to make it a big election issue or not.

Venues of Activity: 

· Congress

· HCFA

· White House

· Courts—AARP recently filed a class action suit against pharmaceutical companies, but he knew little about its details.

Action Pending or Taken by Relevant Decision Makers: At the time of interview, the Senate was slated to begin debate on their version of the bill and the House Ways and Means Committee was expected to schedule a markup soon.

Policy Objectives and Support for/Opposition to the Status Quo: The policy objective is to create a new entitlement of prescription drug coverage for Medicare beneficiaries.  TN claimed they advocated “a Democrat benefit plan with a Republican delivery system,” meaning the Medicare Rx plan should include coverage for prescriptions for day-to-day care, catastrophic care, and long-term health care.

Advocate’s Experience: Tenure in Current Job/Previous Experience: TN has been with AARP for 22 years; was appointed director of State Affairs in 1990, and has been in charge of Federal Affairs for 18 months.

Reliance on Research: In-house/External: AARP conducts all research in-house, and uses their findings about broad public support for a new Medicare coverage in their arguments.  They have a unit dedicated to conducting research on health, aging, consumer safety, public policy, etc.

Number of Individuals Involved in Advocacy: 20 lobbyists and several support staff.

Units in Organization Involved in Public Affairs/Policy: 2 in AARP; Legislative and Policy/Research.  They also do litigation through the AARP Foundation.

Advocate’s Outstanding Skills/Assets: TN experience, professional contacts, and reputation.

Type of Membership (None, Institution, Individuals, Both): individuals

Membership Size: 35 million, with about 50% still employed and about one-third under the age of 60.

Organizational Age: Founded 1958 as American Association of Retired Persons, but changed name to AARP when they began to target the 40+ population.

Miscellaneous: Excellent interview.  TN is AARP’s chief lobbyist, and was very

