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Plans to cut Medicare spending to pay for a health care overhaul in America will cost Florida nursing homes nearly $3.5 billion over the next decade, a national nursing home group said Tuesday in Jacksonville.

The cuts will almost certainly force many nursing homes to trim staffing levels, a move that the Coalition to Protect Senior Care warns could come at the expense of patient services. Nationwide, the reduction would total $32 billion over 10 years, under the leading plan Congress is considering.

Nursing homes already face a reimbursement cut set to take effect Oct. 1.

The Bush Administration-era measure stands to reduce Medicare's payments by up to $16 billion over 10 years.

"The ax is going to fall again and with a devastating blow," said Lisa Cantrell, president of the National Association of Health Care Assistants, a member of the nursing home coalition.

Medicare payments account for less than a quarter of nursing home revenues. The government-run insurance program, which covers people 65 and older, pays for the first 20 days of a nursing home stay and then a portion of the bill for the next 80 days, requiring the patient to cover the difference.

But it pays well: The federal government estimates that nursing homes rake in a 12 percent profit on Medicare patients.

Nursing homes argue that they need to maintain that high margin to offset losses from their largest source of revenue: Medicaid, the government's insurance program for the poor. The overall nursing home profit margin was a mere 2.4 percent in 2007, according to federal estimates.

Cantrell's remarks came at the Southlake Nursing and Rehabilitation Center in Mandarin, a for-profit nursing home that generally scores well on state inspections. To her side, propped against a wall, was a large, scroll-like petition urging Florida's congressional delegation to rethink the cuts.

An audience of about 30 people, many of them residents of the nursing home, gathered for the event. Patricia Johnson, 68, signed the petition with her left hand, as her dominant right hand remains paralyzed from a recent stroke.

"If they have to cut staff here," her husband, Artie, said, "it would be down to what I would call the bare minimum."

He added his name, too.
