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Charlotte, NC:  Most Medicare beneficiaries find their Medicare Prescription Drug plans, also known as Part D plans, are providing adequate coverage for their pharmaceutical needs, but some people will face a gap in prescription drug coverage known as the doughnut hole. The Part D doughnut hole is when a plan’s coverage reaches a point when it no longer provides coverage for prescriptions, leaving beneficiaries to pay the full cost until a certain price point is met. Then the prescription drug plan begins covering prescriptions again. 

Once prescription costs — based on actual cost of the medication not the out-of-pocket costs — reaches $2,510, the beneficiary will be responsible for paying all of the costs of their medication until prescription costs reach an additional $3,216. To keep from being surprised one day at the pharmacy counter, it’s important to anticipate the gap in coverage. 

One way to prepare for the coverage gap is to talk with your physicians about the possibility of changing some of your medications to a generic form of the drug, since generics are often the least expensive medication available. Some plans available in North Carolina will provide for generic medications during the doughnut hole. Saving money at any point during the program year will offset the gap in coverage. Unfortunately, not all medications, especially those recently on the market, offer a generic alternative.  

“Even if you fall into the doughnut hole, you should keep using your regular prescriptions,” says Commissioner Jim Long. “Your Part D plan will still give you some savings, and it’s important for your health to continue with the treatments that your doctors prescribe. Plus, by continuing to get your prescriptions filled, you will be working your way to that $3,216 threshold that will get you even more savings.” Once the doughnut hole has been fulfilled by reaching the $3,216, known as the catastrophic level of prescription coverage, Medicare will begin paying for 95 percent of medication costs, leaving you responsible for the remaining five percent of the cost. This is a dramatic shift in savings. It is important for you to look at the big picture — annual prescription costs versus what is paid month to month. 

After evaluating your personal prescriptions for an entire year and determining what your Part D plan will and will not pay for, you should also determine if there are programs available to help pay for prescription drug costs. Many national and community-based charitable programs offer assistance to beneficiaries during Medicare Part D’s doughnut hole. Visit the Benefits Check-Up program online at www.benefitscheckup.org to review the list of resources available. Further many pharmaceutical companies offer patient assistance programs. You may also go online to see Medicare’s tips for lowering drugs during the coverage gap at www.Medicare.gov. 

North Carolina also offers the NCRx program that helps pay for all or part of the Part D premium for beneficiaries with limited income. Visit www.NCRx.gov to see the eligibility criteria and to learn more about the program. 

Some of you may also qualify for extra help through the Social Security Administration. The federal Extra Help low income subsidy program helps by paying for all or part of the monthly premiums, annual deductibles and by providing lower prescription co-payments under Medicare Part D. To qualify for this program your annual income must be limited to $15,600 for an individual and $21,000 for a married couple living together. Additionally, total resources must be limited to $11,990 for an individual and $23,970 for a married couple living together; resources do not include primary residences or vehicles. Once approved for Extra Help you are not subject to the coverage gap. To learn more about this program or to apply for extra help, visit www.socialsecurity.gov or visit the nearest Social Security Administration office or contact SHIIP at 1-800-443-9354. 

For more information about Part D, the doughnut hole or information about how to save money on your prescription drug costs, contact SHIIP at 1-800-443-9354 or visit www.ncshiip.gov.  For local information or to set up a SHIIP counseling session, call Karen Eckert at The Shepherd’s Center of Charlotte, 704.365.1995.
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