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What the new income limits now mean for over 70s medical cards?

ASK YOUR PHARMACIST?
Eamonn Brady is a pharmacist and the owner of Whelehans Pharmacy, Pearse St, Mullingar. If you have any health questions e-mail them to info@whelehans.ie

In last week’s article in the Examiner, in response to a query I got from a very concerned medical card holder, I explained the government’s new medical card arrangements for over 70s. Due to unprecedented public fury, the government has effectively reversed the decision made in the budget. Brian Lenihan significantly increased the limit for entitlement to medical cards on Tuesday October 21st. According to the government, this means that 95% of people over 70 will now be automatically entitled to a medical card. This means that of the 350000 people in Ireland who currently have a medical card, only 20000 will now lose this automatic right.
As a pharmacist, I have never encountered an issue which caused so much distress and worry, not just for people over 70, but younger people who have family members over 70. I had one patient in her 90s who told me she couldn’t sleep with the worry of potentially losing her medical card. The government change of heart is a welcome development. It means that healthcare professionals can continue to give excellent care without fear of any interruption.
What this now means if you are over 70?

The current arrangements for medical cards will continue to apply until the end of this year. All existing medical cards will continue to be valid after January 1st 2009 unless your income exceeds the new thresholds.

Under new arrangements, everyone aged 70 or over will keep their card after  January 1st 2009 unless their gross income exceeds  €700 a week (€36,500 a year)for a single person or €1,400 a week (€73,000 a year) for a couple. 

The HSE also state that people whose income is over the limit may still get a medical card if their personal or health circumstances cause them severe financial
hardship. 
If you currently over 70 and your income is above the income limits you will be required to notify the HSE. The HSE is depending on the goodwill of people to inform them they are over these limits. There will be no formal investigation to determine if people are being honest about their income. They will review this method of enforcement in January.
The HSE will start sending out letters in about two weeks time.
If you know your income is below the limits you don't need to wait for the letter to arrive to be sure you are keeping your medical card. 

Will there be a means test?

Only people who turn 70 on or after January 1st next will be means tested to establish that their income is under €700/€1,400 a week when applying for a medical card.

Existing card holders will not have to undergo a means test unless their income is above the limits and they want to apply for a medical card on the basis of their personal or health circumstances.
 It is up to the individual to declare their income is above the income limits. In January next, the HSE will review the self-assessment process, examine the level of compliance and consider available options to confirm the information received.
Is it gross income or net income?
Income is any earnings you receive in the form of a pension or through investments or savings. 

According to the HSE, income assessed is gross income, i.e. income before tax or other deductions. 
What about savings?
It is only the interest earned on savings that is counted as income, not the savings.

Income (ie) interest, from savings up to the first €36,000 for a single person and €72,000 for a couple is not counted.

What if I’m under 70 now and married to someone over 70?
If one member of the couple is aged 70, they will both qualify for a medical card if their income is below €1,400 a week.

How the HSE now propose to save money?

The Government now hopes to negotiate with the Irish Medical Organisation (IMO), who represent GPs, to negotiate savings under the medical card system. They will first need to make amendments to the Competition Act 2002 as this prevents them from negotiating at present. This was the case earlier this year when they were unable to renegotiate a new contract with pharmacists. 

As a pharmacist, I would like to see a few changes to be made which would save millions for the state. At the moment, pharmacists are not allowed to generically substitute drugs. Generic substitution is allowed in many countries including Britain. This in where a pharmacist can substitute a prescription for generic or non branded drugs which are equally as effective but can be significantly less expensive than branded varieties.
Also, unlike in Britain, pharmacists in Ireland are not allowed prescribe for many minor ailments. These simple changes could save the exchequer and patients millions of euro annually and would not impact on patient care.

More information on the over 70s medical card issue is available in Whelehans Pharmacy

