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Charlotte, NC:  The Shepherd’s Center of Charlotte is a Seniors Health Insurance Information Program site where volunteers are available to counsel seniors on their Medicare/Medicaid benefits.  Medicare is a federally-funded health insurance program for those aged 65 and over; those who have applied and been approved for Social Security disability benefits; anyone who has End Stage Renal Disease (or permanent kidney failure); and people who have Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis (ALS)/Lou Gehrig’s Disease. There are two parts to Original Medicare - Medicare Part A, which is known as the “hospital” or “inpatient/institutional” coverage and Medicare Part B, which is known as the “medical” or “outpatient” part of Medicare. Medicare is funded by a portion of payroll taxes paid by employees and their employers.  

If you are collecting Social Security benefits before your 65th birthday, you will be automatically enrolled in Medicare. If you are not eligible for Automatic Enrollment, contact the Social Security Administration at 1-800-772-1213 or www.socialsecurity.gov or visit the nearest office to enroll in Medicare Part A and Part B. You have a seven-month window to enroll in Medicare without incurring a penalty. This is your Initial Enrollment Period and encompasses the three months before your 65th birthday; your birthday month; the first month after your 65th birthday; two to three months after your 65th birthday. If you enroll before your birthday, Medicare will go into effect on the first day of your birth month, but if you wait until your birthday or after, Medicare won’t go into effect until at least the first day of the month following the month you enrolled. It is very important to be proactive in enrolling in Medicare in a timely manner to keep from having a lapse in your medical coverage.

While most people pay a monthly premium for Medicare Part B (in 2009, it is $96.40, and it may be higher for people with higher incomes), usually there is no premium for Medicare Part A. You are eligible to receive premium-free Medicare Part A if you fall into one of the categories listed in the first paragraph and 1) you receive or are eligible to receive Social Security benefits; 2) you receive or are eligible to receive railroad retirement benefits; 3) you or your spouse (living or deceased, including divorced spouses) worked long enough in a government job where Medicare taxes were paid; or 4) you are the dependent parent of someone who worked long enough in a government job where Medicare taxes were paid. If you do not meet these requirements, you may be eligible to get Medicare Part A by paying a monthly premium. The premium amount is determined by the number of work credits that the Medicare-eligible person or their spouse has accumulated. In 2009 the Medicare Part A premium is $443 per month for those who worked fewer than 30 credits, or $244 per month for those who worked between 30 and 40 credits. The maximum number of work credits that can be earned annually is four. Therefore, to be eligible for premium-free Part A Medicare, the Medicare-eligible person, or their spouse, would need to work and pay Social Security taxes for approximately 10 years.  

If you are not eligible for premium-free Medicare Part A and you wish to enroll solely in Medicare Part B, you may do so if you are age 65 or older and you are a U.S. citizen or a lawfully-admitted non-citizen who has lived in the U.S. for at least five years.

For questions about Medicare eligibility, call the Seniors’ Health Insurance Information Program, SHIIP, at 1-800-443-9354 Monday thru Friday from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m.  To arrange an appointment with a SHIIP Volunteer Counselor, contact The Shepherd’s Center of Charlotte, 704.365.1995 or keckert@shepherdscharlotte.org. 
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