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From the Savvy Social Security Planning newsletter – March 26, 2020

The Coronavirus and Social Security and Medicare
The world may be careening out of control, but Social Security and Medicare will largely go on as before, with only minor
modifications in how we interact with Social Security personnel, and possibly greater reliance on Medicare benefits, depending
on how the virus affects us.

Social Security
As of Tuesday, March 17, all Social Security offices are closed to the public for in-person services. As the Social Security
Administration press release states, “This decision protects the population we serve—older Americans and people with
underlying medical conditions—and our employees during the COVID-19 pandemic. However, we are still able to provide critical
services.”

Benefits will continue to be paid. The vast majority of monthly benefits are paid via electronic transfers to individual bank
accounts. These will go on as before, so make sure your clients know their benefits are not in jeopardy despite any fraudulent
letters they may receive from scammers claiming that Social Security benefits will be suspended because of COVID-19.

Phone and online services available. Many things can be done online, such as applying for benefits, getting a benefit
verification letter, or submitting an address change. Questions can be answered by calling the main phone line, but be prepared
for long wait times. Clients may want to check these FAQs first.

Limited services in field offices. Most SSA employees are working remotely, but in certain dire circumstances, it may be
possible to meet with a worker in a local office. See the online field office locator for information about how to directly contact a
local office.

https://www.ssa.gov/news/press/releases/2020/#3-2020-2
https://oig.ssa.gov/newsroom/news-releases/march20-advisory
https://www.ssa.gov/onlineservices/
https://www.ssa.gov/agency/contact/phone.html
https://faq.ssa.gov/en-US/
https://secure.ssa.gov/ICON/main.jsp
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Calls from SSA workers. SSA workers sometimes make outgoing calls, such as to reschedule an appointment or follow up on an
application. While they are working remotely, these calls may now come from a private cell phone rather than a government
office. Clients may need to use their judgment to discern the legitimacy of the call. SSA will never make threats or ask for any
form of payment.

Medicare
Medicare will cover the testing of COVID-19, along with medically necessary hospitalizations and services in connection with the
illness.

Original Medicare

Clients who have Original Medicare and supplemental insurance (Medigap) should have most of their expenses covered.

Testing. Medicare covers COVID-19 lab tests as well as services in connection with such tests including physician visits,
outpatient observation, and emergency department services. There will be no deductible or other out-of-pocket costs.

Hospitalizations. Medicare covers all medically necessary hospitalizations, including any period of quarantine if you’re
diagnosed with COVID-19 and might otherwise have been discharged from the hospital a�er an inpatient stay, but instead are
required to stay in the hospital under quarantine. This coverage is subject to the Part A deductible and coinsurance amounts for
days 61–90, which are covered by all Medigap policies. All Medigap policies cover the coinsurance and hospital costs for 365 days
a�er Medicare benefits are used up.

Skilled nursing. Medicare covers up to 100 days of skilled nursing following hospitalization. During this crisis the hospitalization
requirement is waived if patients need to be admitted to a skilled nursing facility to make room at hospitals. A�er the first 20
days in a skilled nursing facility, there is a daily copay of $176; most supplement policies pick up that additional cost for days 21
through 100. There is no coverage a�er the 100th day.

Vaccines. At this time, there’s no vaccine for COVID-19. However, if one becomes available, it will be covered by all Medicare Part
D prescription drug plans.

Telehealth. Medicare has expanded its coverage of telehealth services, which allow for doctor visits via computer or smart
phone. Telehealth will be covered under Part B for all traditional Medicare enrollees during the virus crisis, and services are not
limited to Covid-19 care. The definition of telehealth has also been expanded. Previously, patients were required to connect
from a health facility, such as an outpatient center, that had approved video conferencing technology; now, patients will be able
to connect from home via video on a smartphone or other digital device.

Medicare Advantage and Part D drug plans

Medicare Advantage plans are required to cover all care under Parts A and B, but might impose different costs or restrictions.
CMS has issued guidance to help Medicare Advantage and Part D plans respond to COVID-19, but plans will differ in how they
apply these guidelines. Clients will need to check with their individual plans.

The government declared a national public health emergency on January 31, in part to impose special requirements on
Medicare Advantage and Part D plans. Under these requirements plans must:

Allow beneficiaries to receive health care services at out-of-network doctors’ offices, hospitals, and other facilities without
additional charges

Waive referral requirements

https://www.medicare.gov/coverage/coronavirus-test
https://www.medicare.gov/coverage/inpatient-hospital-care
https://www.medicare.gov/drug-coverage-part-d
https://www.medicare.gov/coverage/telehealth
https://www.cms.gov/newsroom/press-releases/cms-issues-guidance-help-medicare-advantage-and-part-d-plans-respond-covid-19
https://www.ahip.org/health-insurance-providers-respond-to-coronavirus-covid-19/
https://www.cms.gov/files/document/hpms-memo-covid-information-plans.pdf
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Suspend rules that require beneficiaries to tell the plan before obtaining certain kinds of care or prescription drugs, if failing
to contact the plan ahead of time would limit access to care

Cover the maximum supply of drug refills if requested

I would like to say here that in the midst of such widespread illness, clients over 65 who are currently working and covered by an
employer plan may want to take this opportunity to review their coverage compared to Medicare. If they have a high-deductible
plan or a plan that is otherwise less comprehensive than Medicare, they can switch to Medicare at any time and perhaps
improve their coverage and lower their costs. Remind them to get their Medigap policy at the same time they enroll in Part B,
while they have a guaranteed right to buy one.

References and further reading

Social Security and Coronavirus

Medicare Is Updating Coverage to Help in the Coronavirus Crisis

Medicare Coverage and Coronavirus

FAQs on Medicare Coverage and Costs Related to COVID-19 Testing and Treatment

Question of the weekQuestion of the week

Q: My client was laid off recently, and wants to claim unemployment and Social Security at the same time. Can he do this? will
either benefit be limited or reduced?

A: Social Security is not affected by the receipt of unemployment benefits. And in most states unemployment benefits are not
affected by the receipt of Social Security. You might check with the state. According to this article, Can I Collet Social Security
and Unemployment Benefits at the Same Time? only Illinois, Louisiana, Minnesota and South Dakota reduce the jobless
benefits for this reason. Some laws have changed recently. Check your state’s current rules here.

Answering your questions
When posting a question, please include first names, ages, and PIAs of your clients, along with any other relevant
information. This will help me target my answer to your client’s situation.

Retirement and health care news
What You Need to Know About Medicare Coverage and the Response to the Coronavirus
“Medicare-covered services related to coronavirus include: Coronavirus testing, Coronavirus vaccine, prescription refills,
inpatient hospital care, outpatient hospital care, skilled nursing facility (SNF) care, physicians’ services in the home, and
telehealth services. Medicare Advantage Plans and Part D plans usually have networks of providers and pharmacies that
beneficiaries must use in order to receive covered services at the lowest cost. During emergencies, Medicare Advantage Plans
must work to maintain access to health care services and prescription drugs for plan members living in affected areas. Plans
must meet certain requirements following the declaration of a disaster, emergency, or public health emergency. For example,
Medicare Advantage Plans must charge in-network cost-sharing amounts for services received out of network.” (Medicare Rights
Center)

https://www.cms.gov/Medicare/Health-Plans/Medigap
https://www.ssa.gov/coronavirus/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/24/business/coronavirus-medicare-elderly.html
https://www.medicarerights.org/fliers/Original-Medicare/medicare-coverage-and-coronavirus.pdf?nrd=1
https://www.kff.org/medicare/issue-brief/faqs-on-medicare-coverage-and-costs-related-to-covid-19-testing-and-treatment/
https://www.aarp.org/work/social-security/info-10-2012/can-i-get-social-security-and-unemployment-benefits-at-the-same-time.html
https://www.careeronestop.org/LocalHelp/UnemploymentBenefits/find-unemployment-benefits.aspx
https://blog.medicarerights.org/what-you-need-to-know-about-medicare-coverage-and-the-response-to-coronavirus/
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Effective March 17, 2020, Social Security Offices Will Only Offer Phone Service
“All local Social Security offices will be closed to the public for in-person service starting Tuesday, March 17, 2020. This decision
protects the population we serve—older Americans and people with underlying medical conditions—and our employees during
the Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. However, we are still able to provide critical services. Our secure and convenient online
services remain available at www.socialsecurity.gov. Local offices will also continue to provide critical services over the phone.
We are working closely with the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), state and local governments, and other
experts to monitor COVID-19 and will let you know as soon as we can resume in-person service.” (Social Security Administration)

Coronavirus is Closing Social Security Offices. Here’s How to Get Help
“Field offices will only offer in-person assistance on a very short list of crucial services. These include reinstatement of benefits
in dire circumstances; assistance to people with severe disabilities, blindness or terminal illnesses; and people in dire need of
eligibility decisions for Supplemental Security Income or Medicaid eligibility related to work status. Those seeking these services
must call in advance. The decision to close offices came a�er several days of withering criticism from the unions that represent
Social Security employees. The unions argued that keeping the offices open was a threat to the public’s health and that of the
agency’s work force of 61,000.” (The New York Times)

WEP and GPO Coronavirus Victims
“Long shot legislation that would eliminate or modify two laws that reduce/eliminate the Social Security benefits of several
million retired federal and public sector employees or their surviving spouses, is almost certainly dead for the year, as the world
seeks ways to halt the coronavirus. Opponents of the two laws have been seeking repeal or modification for decades without
success. Odds of any relief this year were already slim because this is an election year and Congress planned to spend as little
time as possible in Washington. And that was before the pandemic which has the country, and Congress on a virtual lockdown.”
(Federal News Network)

President Trump Expands Telehealth Benefits to Medicare Beneficiaries
“Medicare beneficiaries will be able to receive various services through telehealth including common office visits, mental health
counseling, and preventive health screenings. This will help ensure Medicare beneficiaries, who are at a higher risk for COVID-19,
are able to visit with their doctor from their home, without having to go to a doctor’s office or hospital which puts themselves or
others at risk… Prior to this announcement, Medicare was only allowed to pay clinicians for telehealth services such as routine
visits in certain circumstances. For example, the beneficiary receiving the services must live in a rural area and travel to a local
medical facility to get telehealth services from a doctor in a remote location. In addition, the beneficiary would generally not be
allowed to receive telehealth services in their home.” (Center for Medicare & Medicaid Services)

Bad News: Your 2021 Social Security COLA Will Likely Be Zero
“In some years, Social Security recipients didn’t get any increase in their benefits at all. And based on what just happened in the
financial markets—and one market in particular—prospects aren’t looking good for those hoping to get a boost to their Social
Security benefits at the beginning of 2021… Since the most recent inflation numbers came out, though, something important
has happened: Crude oil prices have plunged. Due to a lack of cooperation between Russia and key OPEC nations like Saudi
Arabia, oil production has risen dramatically, creating a glut at the same time that the coronavirus has crushed energy demand.
Experts expect gasoline prices to drop from around $2.40 per gallon recently to below $2 per gallon in the near future. We’ve
seen these energy market disruptions before, and they’ve been tough for seniors relying on Social Security.” (Motley Fool)

 

As always, post your questions or write to me at socialsecurity@horsesmouth.com.

Elaine Floyd, CFP®
Director, Retirement and Life Planning

https://www.ssa.gov/news/press/releases/2020/#3-2020-2
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/17/business/retirement/coronavirus-social-security.html
https://federalnewsnetwork.com/mike-causey-federal-report/2020/03/wep-and-gpo-coronavirus-victims/
https://www.cms.gov/newsroom/press-releases/president-trump-expands-telehealth-benefits-medicare-beneficiaries-during-covid-19-outbreak
https://www.fool.com/retirement/2020/03/16/bad-news-your-2021-social-security-cola-will-be-0.aspx
https://www.savvysocialsecurity.com/questions.aspx
mailto:socialsecurity@horsesmouth.com
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IMPORTANT NOTICE
This material is provided exclusively for use by individuals with an active license to the Savvy Social Security Planning Program. Use of this
material is subject to the Social Security Planning Program Agreement and applicable copyright laws. Unauthorized use, reproduction or
distribution of this material is a violation of federal law and punishable by civil and criminal penalty. This material is furnished “as is” without
warranty of any kind. Its accuracy and completeness is not guaranteed and all warranties express or implied are hereby excluded.
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