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ACCESSING ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY

What is Assistive Technology?

Assistive technology (AT) is any device or equipment that enables a person with a disability to live more independently, including both “high-tech” and “low-tech” devices.  Wheelchairs, walkers, text enlargers, special phones, and electronic communication devices are common examples of AT.  Sometimes government programs purchase AT for people with disabilities. Medicare and Medi-Cal will provide AT deemed medically necessary.  This includes equipment such as wheelchairs, grab bars, artificial limbs and “alternative and augmentative communication” (AAC) devices or talking computers. 

Who is eligible? 
Seniors and people with disabilities who have only Medicare are covered for some items.  In order to receive payment, they must have good documentation from their doctor that the item is necessary and that there is no less costly alternative.  It is also a good idea to get a report or letter from any therapists working with the person.

Seniors and people with disabilities who have only Medi-Cal may be covered for assistive technology considered to be Durable Medical Equipment (DME). DME is the term that Medi-Cal uses for the AT that they will cover.  Medi-Cal also requires that a doctor prescribe the equipment and that the need for equipment be explained and documented.  For almost all technology your doctor or medical provider must submit a Treatment Authorization Request (TAR) form.  Medi-Cal has 30 days since the day your TAR is received to approve, deny or defer your TAR.  If you do not hear from Medi-Cal within 30 days your TAR is considered approved.  Because Medi-Cal may defer after receiving your TAR it can take longer than 30 days for your TAR to be approved or denied.  Requests for items that cost over $100 could take additional time.

If a person has both Medicare and Medi-Cal, there is a special approval process to follow in California.  The person applies to Medi-Cal.  Medi-Cal is expected to determine whether the device is a Medi-Cal benefit.  If so, Medi-Cal should authorize payment.  The vendor selling the device then seeks payment from Medicare first and then from Medi-Cal for any amount that Medicare does not cover.  This process sometimes takes additional time but the person should receive the device without any more cost than if he or she had Medi-Cal only. 

If a person has private insurance, including Medicare HMOs and Medi-Gap insurance, his/her plan may include AT.  Each insurer has its own criteria for what they will provide.  Working with individual vendors may help facilitate the process. 

How do I qualify?
Medicare and/or Medi-Cal will only pay for services and equipment that are found to be “reasonable and necessary”.  Your doctor needs to clearly describe why you need the requested AT.  Most equipment will be provided through a durable medical equipment provider.  It is best to work with a company that has experience billing Medicare and/or Medi-Cal.  It is often helpful if the provider also writes a report that describes the requested equipment, how it will benefit the consumer and that it is the lowest cost equipment to meet the consumer’s needs. 

What kinds of equipment are provided?
When Medicare covers assistive technology devices and services, it will generally be under Part B (outpatient services).  Part B services may include:

Comprehensive outpatient rehabilitation facility services

Physical and occupation therapy

Speech pathology services

Prosthetic devices

Durable medical equipment

Medicare and Medi-Cal will both provide equipment such as:

Respirators and other machines to assist breathing

Hospital beds

Wheelchairs including customized power chairs

Crutches, canes, trapeze bars, or walkers

Inhalators and nebulizers

Commodes

Suction machines

Traction equipment

Heart pacemakers

Infusion pumps

Whirlpool baths

Blood-testing strips and blood glucose monitors (if you are diabetic) 

Prosthesis (artificial limbs)

Alternative and augmentative communication (AAC) devices

How much does it cost?

· Medicare 

There is a deductible of $131 per year for equipment provided through outpatient (Part B) services.  You meet this deductible only by having costs that Medicare allows.  In addition, you must pay a 20% co-payment for most services and devices provided under Part B.  If you have Medi-Cal, it may help you pay these costs.  

Physicians and suppliers of equipment may charge more than the rate Medicare allows.  The patient will be expected to pay any amount above the amount Medicare allows, plus the 20% of the allowed amount that is the co-payment.  In reality, this can be a lot of money.  Some providers have agreed to provide services and equipment on an “assignment basis”. This means that the provider agrees to limit charges to the Medicare allowed amount. (The allowed amount is paid 80% by Medicare and 20% by you).  Many providers will not provide equipment on an assignment basis but it is often worth trying to find one who will.  

If you have Medicare and Medi-Cal, Medi-Cal is responsible for paying the amount that is above Medicare’s allowed rate.

Medicare and Medi-Cal have separate rules concerning when they will rent equipment or when then will buy it. 

· Medi-Cal

Many people who qualify for Medi-Cal will receive necessary equipment without any out-of-pocket costs.  Some people, because of their income, qualify for Medi-Cal but with a Share of Cost.  They must pay the Share of Cost each month before Medi-Cal picks up the remainder of their health costs.  They can meet the Share of Cost by incurring any legitimate medical expense in that month (even for a services or equipment that Medi-Cal would not otherwise pay for).  The amount of a Share of Cost will vary depending on the person’s income. 

What if my request is denied?

While the process of getting assistive technology should be simple, it often is not.  Both Medicare and Medi-Cal turn down some requests for equipment, especially the initial application.  However, it is often possible to get a denial reversed by appealing and providing more information about the need for the device.  It is important to get assistance and support from individuals or organizations that have successfully obtained assistive technology.  Some organizations that can help you are listed below.  

Disability Rights California
San Francisco Bay Area Office: 

1330 Broadway, Suite 500

Oakland, CA 94621

Tel: (510) 267-1200 

Toll Free/TTY: 1 (800) 649-0154 (assistance in multiple languages) 

Assistive Technology Project: (916) 488-9950

www.disabilityrightsca.org 

Disability Rights California has publications that cover the right to receive assistive technology from various agencies including Medicare and Medi-Cal, and can provide information and assistance on individual cases. 

Independent Living Resource Center (ILRC) of San Francisco 

649 Mission Street, 3rd Floor

San Francisco, CA 94105

Tel: (415) 543-6222 

Tel/Spanish: (415) 543-6743

Tel/Cantonese: (415) 543-6768

TTY: (415) 543-6768

ILRC provides information and assistance to San Francisco residents of all ages and disabilities.

Bay Area Legal Aid

50 Fell Street, San Francisco, CA 94102

Tel: (415) 354-6360 (assistance in Spanish, Cantonese, Vietnamese, Tagalog and Russian)

Bay Area Legal Aid provides information and assistance, especially to Medi-Cal consumers or those lacking any regular health coverage.

Health Insurance Counseling and advocacy Program (HICAP)

Tel: (800) 434-0222 (assistance in Spanish, Mandarin and Cantonese)
HICAP Provides information and assistance to seniors and to Medicare consumers of all ages.
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This fact sheet was prepared by the Senior Survival School, a project of Planning for the Elders in the Central City (PECC).








Utilizing presentations, discussions, and popular education activities, Senior Survival School trains seniors and adults with disabilities to effectively access vital community resources and to exercise their rights when they do. You can reach Sarah Jarmon, Senior Survival School Director, at (415) 703. 0188 x 302 and sarah@planningforelders.org. PECC is located at 965 Mission Street, Suite 550 in San Francisco. Its website is www.planningforelders.org.
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