


Congress is returning to Washington this month for a lame-duck session, where it will address unfinished appropriations, intelligence and homeland security legislation. Because the appropriations bills will be the focus through the end of the year, we don't expect any further action on Medicare and oncology-related issues. 
As you know, the Centers for Medicare and Medicare Services (CMS) released its final physician fee schedule last week. Though this new rule represents a step in the right direction, ASCO is still in the process analyzing all of the components of the rule and the effects these will have on cancer care. 
ASCO will continue to work through the end of the year with CMS and Congressional leaders to fully understand the new provisions in CMS's final physician fee schedule and to what extent these will provide additional resources for essential patient services, and to ensure that come January, the new provisions are implemented smoothly. 
To prepare for January, we will need you to be engaged over the next month. As soon as CMS releases its third-quarter pricing information in December, we will be resurveying all of you to see how these prices compare with the prices you paid in the third quarter for chemotherapy treatments. It will be important that you provide this information as expeditiously as possible, so we can determine if practices will be able to purchase the necessary treatments for their patients.
We are committed to working with you to ensure that your patients have access to the quality care that they need. Your commitment will help make that so.

- Dean H. Gesme, Jr., MD 
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After a preliminary analysis, ASCO has found that CMS's action will result in some improvements to patient access in 2005. CMS accepted the need for additional reimbursement for symptomatic and palliative cognitive services provided as part of treating patients with chemotherapy, in keeping with repeated requests from ASCO and patient advocacy organizations. Additional resources will now be available through a one-year demonstration project to manage the nausea and vomiting, pain, and fatigue that often are the side effects of chemotherapy.
CMS accepted ASCO's and AMA's recommendations for new and revised CPT codes relating to drug administration services. CMS also accepted ASCO's recommendation to permit billing for an injection on the same day another service is furnished.
Although these steps will enable people with cancer to access the care that they need in 2005, ASCO wants to make sure that there is a permanent fix to ensure that resources are adequate to provide all the care that patients need in 2006 and beyond. ASCO also is undertaking major studies examining the quality of care available to people with cancer and will report its findings to CMS, to further ensure that CMS recognizes and covers sustainable quality cancer care initiatives.
In addition, over the coming weeks, ASCO will develop tools to make it as easy as possible for oncology practices to implement the provisions in the CMS rule. Among these will be guidance on coding, a complete practice management curriculum, and answers to practices' questions about implementing the new rules.  
ASCO's highest priority is and has always been to ensure that people with cancer have access to the highest quality care possible. Thanks to the efforts of the entire cancer community, we are in a better place today to ensure that essential patient services are recognized and maintained.  Once the new rule is implemented in January, ASCO will be carefully monitoring its effects, including how Medicare carriers are interpreting the rule, to ensure that delivery of patient care remains unabated.  

News & Notes 



Last week, the American Medical Association awarded W. Charles Penley, MD, with the Burgess L. Gordon Award for his work developing new CPT codes for chemotherapy drug administration. The AMA also recognized the contributions of ASCO as well as other societies involved with the drug infusion coding workgroup, including the American Society of Hematology, the American Gastroenterological Association, the American College of Rheumatology, and the Infectious Diseases Society of America. Dr. Penley, a medical oncologist from Nashville, Tennessee, is ASCO's advisor to the CPT Editorial Panel and participates on ASCO's Clinical Practice Committee. We would like to add our appreciation and thanks to Dr. Penley for his efforts as well.

MMA & "MMA Today" 

The Medicare Prescription Drug Improvement and Modernization Act of 2003 (MMA) set Medicare reimbursements for the cost of chemotherapy. 
The "MMA Today" was created as part of our ongoing dialogue with members on this most important issue.
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