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RAO CLOSURES:

See note below:

LET US NOT FORGET DECEMBER, 7TH 1941 AND 9/11!!

RAO CLOSURES: Keeping in line with the Philippine and US holidays the RAO Subic Bay will be closed the following days as per Philippine Presidential proclamation No. 503. Wednesday, Thursday and Friday Dec 24, 25 and 26. We will be open Monday 29 Dec for a mail run and then closed until Jan 5 when we are back at work.

NOTE: Effective immediately the VA clinic staff has employees on leave so they will not have an early morning crew thus we cannot pick up your medicines until 0730 meaning that the mail will not be here until around 1130-1200 on mail run days. This will continue until 13 Jan when they are back up to full capacity employee wise.

COLA INCREASE: Effective Jan 1, 2004, the average Social Security retiree will receive $19 more per month due to a 2.1% cost of living adjustment that applies to military and federal
retired pay, VA disability compensation and SBP annuities as well. Additionally,
Medicare part B premiums jump 13.5% to $66.60 per month, for a $7.90 per month increase which translates into increased Tricare for Life (TFL) participation costs for the military retiree and spouse required to participate in Medicare Part B for TFL eligibility.

RAO DUES: We are now, and have been for some time, collecting the annual dues. Nothing has changed. You must pay by the end of January 2004 to receive the discount. The dues should be in dollars or dollar instruments and the price is still $20.00 per year. Those with dues not paid by the end of January 2004 will have their mail box closed commencing 1 February 2004.
WEATHER: For the benefit of all my old shipmates residing in the US of A the rainy season is all but gone. We just had a super typhoon pass near us Thanksgiving weekend however, we were spared and the sun is out and the temperature is around 33 degrees…..centigrade. HA! Did you think it ever gets cold in paradise?? We just had a very nice annual chili cook-off up in La Union and the miss chili peppers, well you would just have to see that for yourself. I don’t remember who won the chili cook-off, but my stomach is still on fire from being a judge. Quick call the EPA I think I found a nuclear waste spill! It was a lot of fun as you can well imagine. Why won’t they let me be a judge for the miss chili pepper contest? Huuum.  

Defense Bill Becomes Law.  President Bush signed the Defense Authorization Act on Monday.

President Bush visited the Pentagon on Monday to sign the FY2004 Defense Authorization Act into law.  This is the legislation that will, among other things:

*Phase out the disability offset to retired pay for members (including Guard/Reserve) with 20+ years and 50% or higher VA disability ratings, and pay combat-related special compensation to members with any qualifying combat- or operations-related disabilities.

*Provide an average 4.15% January pay raise for active duty, Guard and Reserve members, and change the permanent law to link future military raises to private sector pay growth.

*Establish statutory requirements for the Pentagon to take action to attract more providers to participate in TRICARE Standard and assist beneficiaries in finding participating providers.

*Extend premium-based TRICARE eligibility to Selected Reservists who don't have health coverage through a private employer.

Medicare Bill Won't Affect TRICARE Senior Pharmacy:

After much contentious debate, the Senate passed the Medicare bill (HR 1), Tuesday morning. It's now on its way to the President's desk for signature.  As we mentioned in last week's update, the bill has both positive and negative aspects.  
In the short term, it will provide a 1.5% increase in Medicare and TRICARE payments to providers and stop a 4.5% payment cut that otherwise would have taken place in January.  It will also waive Medicare Part B late enrollment penalties, starting in January 2004, for military beneficiaries who have not yet signed up for Part B, or who signed up since January 2001 in order to become eligible for TRICARE For Life.  
For the longer term, MOAA has concerns about provisions calling for future implementation of income-based premiums and competition between fee-for-service Medicare and private HMO-style programs.  Along with many other groups, we'll be giving those provisions close scrutiny, and expect to participate with others in identifying possible recommendations for further modifications. 
We continue to receive questions as to whether the Medicare prescription drug benefit provisions in this bill might affect their TRICARE pharmacy benefits in any way.  
The short answer is "no."  The statutory authority for the TRICARE Senior Pharmacy (TSRx) program is independent of any rights or benefits under Medicare, and is not replaced or modified by any Medicare prescription drug benefits.
In a September 10 letter to The Military Coalition (TMC), Dr. William Winkenwerder, Assistant Secretary of Defense (Health Affairs) stated,  "The implementation and success of the TRICARE For Life and TRICARE Senior Pharmacy Programs are clear examples of the Department's and Health Affairs' commitment to the welfare of all our beneficiaries.  DoD has no plans to adopt the new Medicare drug benefit design for our beneficiaries.  Rest assured we are committed to building on the renewed confidence generated by these hallmark programs."



New SBP Bill:

On Friday, Sen. Mary Landrieu introduced S. 1916, an updated version of her previous Survivor Benefit Plan (SBP) bill (S. 401).  Both bills would phase out the age-62 SBP annuity reduction over 10 years.  But S. 1916 includes a new feature - an open season provision that would allow currently unenrolled retirees to participate in the new improved program.  Open season participants would pay an added premium penalty proportional to the number of years since their retirement.
This new bill is important to our hopes of winning authority for an SBP fix in next year's Budget Resolution.  Last year, the Budget Committees rebuffed our efforts to secure a five-year phase-out of the annuity reduction, primarily because of the $7.6 billion 10-year cost.  At the time, some supporters on the Budget Committee indicated we could have a chance if we could develop a somewhat lower-cost bill.
S. 1916, with a 10-year phase-out and the open season, should have a better chance of inclusion in the next Budget Resolution.  The open season would save the government money for many years because more retirees would have premiums deducted from their retired pay - thus reducing retired pay outlays.  It also would encourage coverage of more spouses/survivors.
We're grateful to Sen. Landrieu for taking the lead in the Senate to help find a way to win real relief for military widows. [Source: MOAA’s legislative update]


Combat Related Special Compensation Update:

The Air Force Personnel Center's Physical Disability Division staff is currently working Combat Related Special Computation applications received during the July 14-25 time frame. The division has approved 181 applications and disapproved 132 between the period of Nov. 3-7. Another 161 applications were received in that same week. Since the program began, the Air Force has received a total of 8,342 applications with 1, 274 cases approved and 1,073 disapproved. There are 855 applications awaiting VA medical records. Retirees with

questions about the CRSC should call the Air Force Contact Center toll free at 1-800-616-3775, commercial (210) 565-5000 or DSN 665-5000. For additional information and a copy of the application form, go to https://www.dmdc.osd.mil/crsc/ 

GI Bill Benefits Rise: 

The "New" Montgomery GI Bill (MGIB) is available for active duty and veterans to help with education costs, and can provide up to 36 months of education benefits. If you're a full-time student enrolled in a Regionally or Nationally Accredited College or University, as of October 1, 2003 you can get up to $985 a month to cover education benefits, including high-tech or vocational-technical programs. This adds up to a total benefit of over $35,000 -- and these benefits are increasing every year. Don't delay in using the GI Bill – these benefits are usually good only up to 10 years after you separate from the military. To request free information information on military-friendly colleges and learning programs, see

http://www.military.com/Education/Lead1 

Life Insurance Savings for Sea Services:

The Navy Mutual Aid Association can save those in the sea services up to 33% per year on life insurance over SGLI. Membership in the Navy Mutual Aid Association is open to all ranks, both officers and enlisted. Active duty, reserve, and retired (including Fleet Reserve) of the Navy, Marine Corps and Coast Guard under age 65 are eligible to apply for membership. There are no dues or assessments beyond the life insurance premiums. To request free, no-obligation information, go to http://www.military.com/nmaa/NMAALeadform.

[Source: Military.com] 

PIH STATUS REPORT

November 29, 2003

Our MRI and CT scan are both up and running, available for use.

For TRICARE patients, medicines not on the list approved by TRICARE will not be issued unless paid by the patient.  This is necessary because TRICARE will not reimburse for such medications.  One example is the arthritis injection Supartz.  It is no longer on the approved list.  In most cases the doctors will be able to prescribe a suitable substitute from the list of approved pharmaceuticals.

The hospital is purchasing a laptop computer, which can be used by patients for e-mail connection in their room.  There will be a fee for use of the laptop based on time.  The user will have to his own ISP.

The telephone recording when you call from outside the hospital now gives prompts to connect to frequently called numbers so you don’t have to go through the operator.
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PIH provided services for active duty U.S. Marines during their exercise on Clark.  We treated one emergency room patient who injured his hand, and also drew O Neg blood from several volunteers for a fellow Marine injured at Cavite and taken to a Manila hospital.

PIH also conducted an operation for a crippled child sponsored by the Shriners (Mabuhay Shrine Oasis of Olongapo and Mount Arayat Shrine Oasis of Angeles).  The little girl suffered from Developmental Right Hip Dysplasia resulting in one leg being shorter than the other.  Among many other sources, the Shriners gain funds for these efforts from the annual The Love of Children golf tournament which was held Friday, November 21 at Mimosa.  121 professional and amateur golfers participated.

We have purchased property from Hensonville Court behind the hospital for construction of a parking garage and warehouse.  Demolition and construction will commence in January.  When completed, access will be through the current parking lot behind the hospital

Good news for TRICARE for Life eligibles.  If you are paying a penalty monthly for Medicare Part B and you signed up since January 2001 to become eligible for TRICARE for Life, the penalty will be waived starting in January 2004.  If you didn’t sign up because of the penalty, use the open season from Jan – Mar to sign up for Medicare Part B without a penalty.

Health Plans International (HPI), the long-awaited HMO insurance for non-TRICARE eligibles, is now available.  The policy is sold by Buddy McGuire’s office which is on Don Juico Ave (Perimeter Road) just outside the Oasis complex.

We recently experienced one theft from a patient’s room while it was unoccupied.  We have the thief on camera and the name in our log.  The investigation is ongoing.  Please bear with us as we tighten security during the holiday season.  We will shortly require (any) photo ID for entrance for any person not known to the guard on duty.  If you are one of our “guests,” please lock your door whenever the room is unoccupied.  Give those same instructions to your watchers, if any.  Keys are at the nurses station and our staff will unlock the room when you are ready.  For obvious reasons we do not issue keys to patients.

For anyone visiting Manila, the Dusit Hotel Nikko in Makati will give a 50% discount on the room rate to anyone with a Health Visions card.  Just mention Health Visions when you make your reservation and show your card when you check in.

As discussed in a prior sitrep, PIH is now VA certified.  In order to obtain the required VA letter of authorization for routine care at PIH, the individual must contact his Primary Care Provider at the VA Out Patient Clinic.  In many cases this can be done by phone.  Your letter can be sent up in the DAV van to the DAV office in the VAC to be held for you.  To check availablility of your letter for pickup, see web site http://pub12.bravenet.com/forum/show.php?l%3Eusernum=995622957  This site will also indicate any medicines which have been received for an individual from the VA.

SEC. 625. WAIVER OF PART B LATE ENROLLMENT PENALTY FOR CERTAIN MILITARY

RETIREES; SPECIAL ENROLLMENT PERIOD.

     (a) WAIVER OF PENALTY-

          (1) IN GENERAL- Section 1839(b) (42 U.S.C. 1395r(b)) is amended by adding at the end the following new

          sentence: `No increase in the premium shall be effected for a month in the case of an individual who enrolls under

          this part during 2001, 2002, 2003, or 2004 and who demonstrates to the Secretary before December 31, 2004,

          that the individual is a covered beneficiary (as defined in section 1072(5) of title 10, United States Code). The

          Secretary of Health and Human Services shall consult with the Secretary of Defense in identifying individuals

          described in the previous sentence.'.

          (2) EFFECTIVE DATE- The amendment made by paragraph (1) shall apply to premiums for months beginning

          with January 2004. The Secretary shall establish a method for providing rebates of premium penalties paid for

          months on or after January 2004 for which a penalty does not apply under such amendment but for which a

          penalty was previously collected.

     (b) MEDICARE PART B SPECIAL ENROLLMENT PERIOD-

          (1) IN GENERAL- In the case of any individual who, as of the date of the enactment of this Act, is eligible to

          enroll but is not enrolled under part B of title XVIII of the Social Security Act and is a covered beneficiary (as

          defined in section 1072(5) of title 10, United States Code), the Secretary of Health and Human Services shall

          provide for a special enrollment period during which the individual may enroll under such part. Such period shall

          begin as soon as possible after the date of the enactment of this Act and shall end on December 31, 2004.

          (2) COVERAGE PERIOD- In the case of an individual who enrolls during the special enrollment period provided

          under paragraph (1), the coverage period under part B of title XVIII of the Social Security Act shall begin on the

          first day of the month following the month in which the individual enrolls.

THE DOCTOR’S CORNER:

ARTHRITIS

Think there’s nothing you can do about arthritis? Great news! You can act right now. Some of the ideas here are simple, one-time actions. Others are first steps toward longer-term goals. All can directly or indirectly improve your health, outlook, and pain level or can generally make life with arthritis a little easier.

Pay attention to symptoms, see your doctor and get an accurate diagnosis 

If you have pain, stiffness or swelling in or around a joint for more than two weeks, it's time to see your doctor. These symptoms can develop suddenly or slowly. Only a doctor can tell if it's arthritis. But "you have arthritis" is not a diagnosis. Ask for a specific diagnosis of the type of arthritis you have. There are more than 100 types, each of which                           has different treatments. Getting the right treatment requires getting the right diagnosis.

Start early 

The earlier an accurate diagnosis is made and treatment started, the better. Early treatment can often mean less joint damage and less pain. Your doctor may recommend a combination of treatments that may include medication, weight management, exercise, use of heat or cold, and methods to protect your joints from further damage. See your doctor for an early diagnosis and immediate treatment plan!

Protect your joints 

Avoid excess stress on your joints. Use larger or stronger joints to carry things. Assistive devices can make tasks at home and work easier. Staying close to your recommended weight also helps relieve damaging pressure on hips and knees. 

Get moving 

Exercise helps lessen pain, increases range of movement, reduces fatigue and helps you feel better overall. Your doctor, a physical therapist, or other specially trained health professionals can show you range-of-motion exercises and strengthening exercises that are good for arthritis. 

Tune in 

Listening to your favorite music can lighten your mood and may even help you to forget your pain – at least for a little while. Make a tape of your favorite upbeat tunes and listen to it when you need a lift.

Pick, pour or peel 

If you are looking for a tasty healthy treat, reach for an orange – or a tall glass of orange juice. Why? Recent research has shown the importance of vitamin C and other antioxidants in reducing the risk of osteoarthritis and its progression. Another bonus: oranges and other citrus fruits are good sources of folic acid, which can help alleviate the side effects of the arthritis drug methotrexate and reduce the risk of cardiovascular disease in women who have lupus. 

Check out your options 

In the past two years, the FDA has approved several drugs for rheumatoid arthritis,  osteoarthritis and other arthritis-related diseases. If your current medication isn’t working as well as you’d like – or if it’s causing unacceptable side effects – ask your doctor about  new treatment options.

Let yourself go 

On vacation, that is. Make yours a good one by remembering to bring extra medication, a spare prescription, insurance card, comfortable shoes, your doctor’s phone number and, of course, your camera.

Face facts. 

Learn something new about arthritis. Building an understanding of your disease is an important step in managing it. Start by ordering some of our free brochures

Play in the dirt 

Buy the seeds for three of your favorite veggies or flowers and plant a garden. Digging in the dirt can be therapeutic for sore hands and can yield beautiful and fragrant – or delicious and nutritious – results.  

Have a good laugh 

Read a book of jokes, rent a funny movie or watch your favorite sit-com or stand-up comedian. Laughing – even when you feel like crying from agony – can relax muscles, relieve pain and even boost your immune system. 

Play it safe in the sun 

Protect yourself when you go out into the sun — wear sunglasses, a hat and sun screen. Some forms of arthritis, as well as certain medications, can leave you more vulnerable to the sun’s harmful rays. 

Do Tell 

Take an opportunity to tell someone — co-worker, friend, and family member — about arthritis. Start with an interesting fact: Did you know that arthritis affects 70 million people? Then go from there. They’ll understand you – and the way arthritis affects your life – a little better. Or share your feelings with others who have arthritis in the message center. 

Resolve to reduce 

Lose weight. You won’t just look better, you’ll feel better, too. Why? Every extra pound you carry around translates to added stress to your knees and hips. Excess weight can mean more pain, no matter which form of arthritis you have. It can also contribute to and aggravate osteoarthritis, while increasing your risk of gout. 

Bone up 

Stock up on your favorite source of calcium. A diet rich in this important mineral can help decrease your risk of osteoporosis. If you don’t like drinking milk – or want some variety – try consuming more milk products, such as yogurt, cheese and ice cream. Or add powdered milk to puddings, gravies, shakes and other recipes. Other good sources of calcium: broccoli, salmon (with the bones) and kale.

Do drugs – the right way 

Take your medication just as your doctor prescribes. If you’re tempted to stop because you feel it’s not working or you believe it’s causing side effects, call your doctor first. It can take weeks – or even months – for the full benefits of a medication to become apparent, and some side effects ease over time. Stopping a medication abruptly may not only cause you to miss out on its benefits – in some cases it can be downright dangerous. 

Begin with breakfast 

Put up the pastry and grab some fruit, fiber (like oatmeal) and a tall glass of water instead of coffee. Like you’ve always heard, a healthful breakfast is a great way to start the day. Our free brochure on diet and arthritis can tell you more about healthier eating. 

Try this on for size 

It’s time to toss those fashionable, yet oh, so uncomfortable pumps that cramp your toes, rub your heels and squeeze your bunions. A well padded, well fitting shoe with plenty of room for your toes – and their imperfections – can make a world of difference in the way your feet (and the rest of you) feel. 

Take a hike 

Choose your favorite spots (indoors and out) and make plans to walk them at least once a week. Walking is the ideal exercise for most people with arthritis. It burns calories, strengthens muscles and builds denser bones – all without jarring fragile joints.

Sit, soak and soothe 

A warm bath before bed can relieve muscle tension, ease aching joints and help you get a good night’s sleep. Try our free brochure on ways to managing your pain for more ideas.

Treat your muscles 

Find a certified massage therapist and treat yourself to a good rub down. The benefits vary from person to person but may include decreased pain and increased circulation, energy and flexibility. And besides, it just feels good.

Work smarter 

Do something that will make your job easier — check into working flex hours, telecommuting or working part-time. No matter where or when you work, take frequent breaks to stretch stiff joints and sore muscles.

Fess up 

Be sure to tell your doctor about the medications you’re taking, both prescription and over the counter. Don’t forget to mention any nutritional supplements you’re taking, too. All medications – even natural ones – have the potential to cause side effects or to react adversely with each other.

Write away 

Keeping a journal is fun and therapeutic. Best of all, there are no rules. Write about your feelings, fears, frustrations and fun times. Write about things you’d never tell another living soul. Write about anything – or nothing in particular. Just write.

Stretch your legs 

Stretching is a simple way to keep joints and muscles flexible. It relieves stress and can help enable you to maintain your daily activities. Try this to keep your calf muscles strong and flexible: Stand two feet from a wall, with your toes pointed inward palms against the wall. Keeping your knees straight and feet flat, lean forward onto your hands without bending at the waist. Feel your calf muscles pull and extend. Hold this position for 10 seconds, then gently push away from the wall. Repeat.

Take the plunge 

Exercising in the water can build strength and increase range of motion, while the water’s buoyancy reduces wear and tear on sore joints. Check the local YMCA or call your local Arthritis Foundation office for an aquatic exercise program in your area.

Make a pack 

When joints are hot and inflamed, applying something cold can decrease pain and swelling by constricting blood vessels and preventing fluids from leaking into surrounding tissues. Our favorite ice pack: a bag of frozen peas or corn that can be molded to the shape of your body.

Kick butt 

If only for a day, and then another … and another. Smoking can increase your risk of complications from lupus and rheumatoid arthritis. It can predispose you to osteoporosis. Also, if you have to undergo joint surgery, smoking can prolong your recovery. 

Open your heart 

Select a group that holds a special place in your heart — the elderly, the homeless, animals — and volunteer with an organization that helps them. Or raise money for a cause you believe in. Helping others can be a great way to help you forget your own problems – or at least put them into perspective.

Enjoy Your Exercise 

Take the work out of working out. Sign up for a class that makes exercise fun –country line dancing, ballroom dancing, swimming, yoga or tai chi.

Play 20 questions 

Well, maybe not 20, but write down questions about your condition or your medications as you think of them. Prioritize them and slip them into your purse or wallet before your next doctor’s visit. When you see the doctor, you’ll have your top concerns at your fingertips.

Appeal to a higher power 

No one knows exactly how, but research is showing that spiritual belief and prayer can help people feel better physically and emotionally.

Turn the other cheek 

Looking good helps you feel good. If an arthritis-related condition or its treatment has caused a rash on or tightening or swelling of your face, check at the cosmetics counter of your local department store for tips or special products to camouflage these problems and give your cheeks a healthy looking glow.

VETERANS LEGISLATION CLEARED FOR PRESIDENT'S SIGNATURE:

By a 423-2 vote, the House gave final approval to S1156, which would allow the Department of Veterans Affairs to enter into agreements with Medicare and Medicaid to provide additional health care options for veterans. The bill also authorizes $276.6 million for construction and renovation of VA facilities; and requires the VA to notify Congress before implementing any plan to close or shift VA facilities.

