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Coalition: Don't Cut Medicare 
By Rosalie Rayburn
Journal Staff Writer
          A national organization that represents nursing home caregivers is petitioning New Mexico's congressional delegation to prevent cuts in Medicare funding proposed in a bill slated to go before Congress next month. 
        Representatives from the Coalition to Protect Senior Care helped Rio Rancho Care and Rehabilitation Center on Sabana Grande hold an informational event Thursday. 
        About 100 residents, family members and staffers who attended signed a petition asking the state's senators and representatives to stop Medicare cost reductions contained in a bill developed in Congress. 
        The bill would change the way Medicare makes payments to skilled nursing and rehabilitation facilities, resulting in a cost reduction of $32 million over 10 years. 
        The coalition is concerned the changes would harm patient care and jeopardize jobs at facilities that provide long-term care for seniors. The organization says the changes would translate to a reduction of $130 million for New Mexico over a decade. 
        Reached by phone, Sen. Jeff Bingaman, D-N.M. said health care reform is still "a work in progress" and the bill is just one of many being discussed by legislators in Washington, D.C. 
        He said there is an expectation that there could be some savings in Medicare over 10 years by payment reforms. "That's the main way we're trying to make reforms, and those will be needed to ensure solvency of medicare in the long run," Bingaman said. 
        He said there are no proposals to cut the benefits of medicare beneficiaries. The cost reductions, or savings, would be in reimbursements to Medicare providers, he said. 
        According to Linda Sechovec, executive director of New Mexico Health Care Association, who spoke at the Rio Rancho event, 80 percent of nursing home patients in New Mexico are covered by the federal Medicare or Medicaid programs. 
        Sechovec and others who spoke said they were generally in support of health care reform. 
        "It's not about whether we want health care reform. We want this section of the bill to be fixed," said Debbie McLarty, senior vice president for reimbursement for Sun Healthcare Group. 
        SunBridge Healthcare, a subsidiary of Sun Healthcare Group, is the operator of Rio Rancho Care and Rehabilitation and two other care facilities in the Albuquerque metro area. McLarty said similar petition signing events may be held at the other facilities in the near future. 
        
