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With new contracts for provision of TRICARE health benefits beginning implementation this summer, many Army health-care beneficiaries and employees of the Army health-care system probably are wondering how changes will affect them.

“Most changes will not be apparent, except for more effective and efficient delivery of services,” commented LTG James B. Peake, Army Surgeon General and Medical Command commander.

Beneficiaries in Oregon, Washington and northern Idaho are transitioning in June to the new TRICARE West region, and will receive health services and support through its new regional contractor, TriWest Healthcare Alliance Corp. These states constitute the former TRICARE Region 11 area.

Beneficiaries in California, Hawaii and Alaska will become part of TRICARE West on July 1. The remainder of the West Region, and the new TRICARE North and South regions, will complete the transition later this year.

Employees at Madigan Army Medical Center, the large Army hospital at Tacoma, Wash., have not had trouble preparing for the transition, said David Aiken, chief of the human resources branch at Madigan.

“I haven’t seen any impact in a negative way on the employees,” he said.

Not only have Madigan staff been instrumental in designing the procedures for business operations under the new contract, all the staff in the former Region 11 Lead Agent office have transitioned to important jobs either in the TRICARE region offices, the Puget Sound Multi-Service Market Management Office or at Madigan.
“There may be things they have to do differently, processes may change, but from our employees’ point of view it is business as usual – busy!” Aiken added.

Civilian providers working at Madigan on contract also saw little change, as more than 80 percent of contracts were filled with the incumbent, according to Navy Captain Terry J. Moulton, executive director of TRICARE Puget Sound, the Multi-Service Market Management Office for the area.

“There has been very little impact for contract employees,” Moulton said.

Beneficiaries also should be reassured that the new TRICARE contracts will improve the benefits they enjoy, according to Dr. William Winkenwerder Jr., assistant secretary of defense for health affairs.

“We are committed to providing our beneficiaries with continuous, uninterrupted access to the high quality of care that they expect from the TRICARE benefit,” said Winkenwerder. “Their health and their satisfaction with their health plan are very important to us.”

The military health system has an integrated team that has been working transition activities for the past year and will monitor the transition to ensure it proceeds smoothly. The region contractors are members of the transition team. Procedures are in place to ensure that claims sent to the former contractor by beneficiary providers, after the start of the new contract, will be automatically forwarded to the new regional claims contractor.

The national health-care information line will be phased out during transition to the new regions. Local health-care information services will be available in some locations and each region contractor will provide an audio library for health information. Beneficiaries seeking local health-care information should contact their TRICARE primary care manager or local military treatment facility for assistance.

For information 24 hours a day, seven days a week, anyone may access on the Internet TRICARE Online at http://www.tricareonline.com for health-care information or http://www.tricare.osd.mil for benefit information.

A brief summary of some aspects of the new contracts follows:
For those currently enrolled in TRICARE Prime or TRICARE plus at a military medical treatment facility (MTF), the primary-care manager (PCM) will not change due to the new contracts. Remember, however, that personnel may be reassigned to support military operations, and this may require a temporary change of PCM.

People currently enrolled to a TRICARE Prime provider in the civilian network may experience a change in providers due to the contract changeover.

Anyone whose current Primary Care Manager does not belong to the new network will be sent a letter explaining transfer to a new provider along with the name of the new PCM. They may, of course, request a change to another provider in the new TRICARE network, as long as the provider is accepting new Prime patients.

 NOTE:  Correspondence will go to the address currently listed on the Defense Enrollment and Eligibility Reporting System (DEERS), so it is important that beneficiaries ensure that the address listed in DEERS is current.

Babies born to parents in Prime will continue to be automatically covered under Prime for the first 120 days after delivery. The parents must enroll the baby during that period, or the baby will revert to TRICARE Standard once the 120 days is ended.

TRICARE Prime Remote (TPR) programs for active duty service members and family members will not change under the new contract, but TPR providers may change, due to the change in network. All TPR enrollees who are thus affected will receive notification of their new provider by mail from the new contractor.

Military beneficiaries aged 65 or older with Medicare parts A and B are eligible for TRICARE For Life (TFL). The contract transition will not affect TFL coverage. Information about TFL is available on the TRICARE.osd.mil Website.

MTF pharmacy operations will not change, but prescription drugs are limited to what’s on the MTF formulary. Certain prescription drugs are limited solely to active duty use.

TRICARE Plus provides primary care MTF services for military beneficiaries aged 65 and older. MTF enrollment may be limited or curtailed by that facility’s commander, based on mission requirements. While TRICARE Plus is not changing, deployments of health-care staff have had the effect of limiting TRICARE Plus enrollment at some facilities. 

TRICARE support services will continue to be provided by both the MTFs and at the TRICARE Service Centers (TSCs), although some TSC locations may change. TSCs will continue to provide TRICARE information, enrollment, and claims information. Additionally, they will assist eligible beneficiaries with TRICARE Plus enrollment.  

Enrollment for all TRICARE programs will remain the same, including the cost. TRICARE Prime, Prime Remote and Plus all require beneficiary enrollment to participate. 

If you are a TRICARE beneficiary under the age of 65, and are not enrolled in TRICARE Prime, you may use either TRICARE Standard or Extra and no enrollment is required for those programs. Both are subject to an annual deductible and a cost-share per service. The TRICARE Standard network will not change as a result of the next generation of TRICARE contracts.

TRICARE Extra providers are contracted to provide a discount to the TRICARE Standard rate, and complete claim forms. The TRICARE Extra network will change as new providers are contracted. A TRICARE Service Center or the contractor’s Website can identify new TRICARE Extra providers.

In addition to three regional contracts for health services and support, specific contracts were awarded for: mail-order pharmacy, retiree dental, the uniformed services family health plan, TRICARE global remote overseas, TRICARE health care for Puerto Rico, marketing and education, information services, retail pharmacy, national quality monitoring, and claims processing for Medicare-eligible beneficiaries. Coming soon will be the new TRICARE dental program for active-duty families. (Chris Hober of the Madigan TRICARE operations division, and the Department of Defense Public Affairs Office contributed to this release.)
