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Doctors protest Regence’s stance on fibromyalgia medication

Portland Business Journal - by Robin J Moody Business Journal staff writer

	


Physicians from Oregon and three other states have lodged a complaint against Regence Group, challenging the health insurer’s policy of denying fibromyalgia patients a drug approved to treat the disease.

Specifically, Regence won’t pay for use of the new drug, Lyrica, until patients have tried and failed on drugs not explicitly approved for fibromyalgia, a chronic musculoskeletal ailment.

The complaint underscores simmering tensions between doctors and insurers, which have heated up as health plans have become stricter about which drugs they will cover. Drug costs now gobble up about 20 cents of every health care dollar.

The doctors argue that non-physician employees at Regence are dictating the practice of medicine to the detriment of fibromyalgia patients, while Regence officials say they are acting as good stewards of members’ health care dollars.

Oregon Rheumatology Alliance, a patient advocacy group of rheumatology specialists, filed the complaint with the Oregon Board of Pharmacy on April 1, but the documents first became public in August. The Oregon Board of Pharmacy has ruled that it has no jurisdiction over the complaint, and recommended that the complaint be lodged with the Oregon Board of Medical Examiners.

Regence is not the only health insurance plan reluctant to cover Lyrica as a front-line drug. But the physicians who lodged the complaint said a policy change at Regence would affect the greatest number of patients. The Regence Group has 3 million members in four Western states, and operates the largest health plan in Oregon with 1 million members. Its combined revenue from those states for 2007 was about $7 billion.

The alliance doctors lodged the complaint after taking their concerns directly to Regence failed to result in a policy change. Rheumatology Alliances in Utah, Idaho and Washington also signed on.

At the crux of the complaint is Regence’s fibromyalgia treatment policy. With rare exception, patients with the ailment, which causes widespread chronic pain, must fail on three other groups of drugs not officially approved to treat fibromyalgia before Regence will pay for Lyrica, a therapy approved by the Food and Drug Administration in 2007 as the first to treat fibromyalgia. Lyrica is much more expensive than drugs commonly used to treat that condition.

“The policy is solely for the economic benefit of Regence … and not what is best for patients or the standard of care,” said Dr. Daniel Fohrman, director of rheumatology at Bend Memorial Clinic, who signed the complaint.

Regence officials said they made a prudent policy decision.

With a new medication “there’s always excitement and promise that it’s better, but we see time and time again that the science doesn’t play out,” said Dr. Helen Sherman, Chief Pharmacy Officer at the Regence Group.

“Lyrica is the newest drug with the shortest track record,” she said. “There’s no evidence that it’s better.”

Dr. Alison Little, director of the Drug Effectiveness program at Oregon Health & Science University, said the center did not yet have data that compared Lyrica’s fibromyalgia treatment efficacy against other classes of drugs.

The drugs commonly used to treat fibromyalgia are used “off-label,” Little said, but that does not necessarily mean they’re no good for that condition.

“The other drugs are old and off patent. They may be effective, but those companies are not going to go through the trouble of getting an FDA (approval) for fibromyalgia” treatment, Little said.

rmoody@bizjournals.com | 503-219-3438
All contents of this site © American City Business Journals Inc. All rights reserved.
