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Republicans Weigh Passing 'Doc Fix' Without Offsets 

By Melissa Attias, CQ Roll Call 

Some leading Republicans are open to replacing Medicare’s oft-criticized physician payment formula 
without a budgetary offset, potentially changing the dynamic surrounding an effort that stalled earlier 
this year without consensus on how to pay for the policy. 

Members of both parties have been pushing for Congress to take advantage of the efforts to 
scrap the sustainable growth rate, or SGR, formula during the lame-duck session, even though 
legislation (PL 113-93) to forestall a scheduled payment cut to doctors won't expire until the end of 
March. 

While some Republicans are insisting that the "doc fix" be paid for, others said in interviews that they 
would consider not covering some or all of its hefty price tag. The Congressional Budget Office 
estimated in February that compromise legislation worked out between both chambers would cost 
about $138 billion over 11 years. 

Orrin G. Hatch of Utah, the top Republican on the Senate Finance Committee and expected 
chairman of the panel next Congress, said conversations are continuing about moving a permanent 
fix in the lame duck, and he mentioned a tax extender package as a potential vehicle. Asked if 
passing the SGR policy with the tax legislation means it wouldn’t need offsets, he replied, “It might 
not, let me put it that way.” 

“I’m going to solve it one way or the other,” he added. “I don’t know in the lame duck, but we’ll see.” 

Finance Chairman Ron Wyden, D-Ore., previously proposed using money saved from winding down 
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan as an offset, or not paying for the replacement policy at all. In a 
March floor statement, he said he would defer to his colleagues “to decide if it is better to offset the 
costs of SGR repeal by reducing future war spending or unpaid for, but the bottom line is the same: 
We ought to act now.” 

A Senate Democratic aide said Wyden is continuing conversations about the best path forward in 
the lame duck. 

Ray Quintero, vice president of government relations for the American Osteopathic Association, said 
there is growing sentiment that an unpaid package should be considered. In the House, some of the 
members of the GOP Doctors Caucus who recently wrote to Republican leadership asking that “all 
possible efforts be made to reach an agreement” said they would not insist on paying for the 
measure. 

“It’s really a bogus number to begin with,” said Tennessee Republican Phil Roe, co-chairman of the 
caucus. “So the answer is, yes, I’ll vote for it with no offsets.” 

Roe, whose group is trying to meet with House leadership to talk about the legislation, said he thinks 
other Republicans would similarly be willing to move a bill without a pay-for. One is Joe Heck of 
Nevada, another member of the GOP Doctors Caucus. Heck said that, from the beginning of the 
debate, he has not thought an offset is required, and agreed that tax extenders could be a possible 
vehicle. 
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Charles Boustany Jr. of Louisiana, who is also part of the caucus and the chairman of the Ways 
and Means Oversight Subcommittee, said he is willing to consider not paying for the entire SGR 
replacement. 

“I want to get this thing taken care of so badly,” he said. “I’m hopeful that we could find a way.” 

Insisting on Offsets 

But other Republicans said that the legislation must be paid for. Tom Price of Georgia, another 
member of the GOP Doctors Caucus, said tax extenders and the SGR fix are completely different 
from a budgetary standpoint. And Joe Pitts of Pennsylvania, chairman of the House Energy and 
Commerce Health Subcommittee, said he’s willing to negotiate on how to pay for the measure, but 
added that it has to be offset. 

In recent letters urging congressional leaders to act in the lame duck, lawmakers have not broached 
how or whether to pay for a permanent fix. On Oct. 29, members of the House Pennsylvania 
delegation asked SpeakerJohn A. Boehner of Ohio and Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi, D-Calif., to 
“strongly consider prioritizing action” on the compromise legislation from earlier this year. More than 
100 lawmakers from both parties, with some overlap from the Pennsylvania letter, also urged 
Boehner and Pelosi on Nov. 6 to pursue the issue before the 113th Congress adjourns. 

In a statement, American Medical Association President Robert M. Wah called permanently 
eliminating the SGR in the lame duck “the right course from policy and political perspectives.” He 
also echoed the argument that Wyden and others have made that the costs are distorted because 
Congress has repeatedly blocked scheduled payment cuts using short-term measures. 

“The history of the SGR reflects budget gimmickry that has produced fictional budget baselines that 
assumes that future SGR cuts will take place and misrepresents actual Medicare spending,” he said. 
“Congress has already spent a staggering $169 billion on 17 short term patches to extend the SGR, 
far more than the cost of a permanent solution to end the flawed policy.” 

Heck said Boehner has agreed that Congress needs to act, preferably before the end of the year. 
“We’re trying to see if we can find a pathway to do it,” Heck added. 
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