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Our Top Stories of 2018
W elcome back! 2018 w as a year of sturm und drang, of political drama and impassioned
debate on just about everything, including on how physicians should care for patients,
get paid and yes, get some respect.
The AMA took a look at some of the big issues that got physicians and patients talking
in 2018, including gun violence, the fight for gender equity, physician burnout and
heartbreak at the border.
And here are a few of the top stories (in no particular order) w ith a Virginia connection
that The Leg.Up covered in 2018:

2018: Medicaid Expands in Virginia
In June, Gov. Ralph Northam signed Medicaid expansion
into law on the steps of the state Capitol. W hen
enrollment began in November, it drew thousands more
enrollees than initially projected. How ever, around the
time applicants began filling out the forms, new s broke
that Virginia’s Medicaid costs soared by $462.5 million,
though not from expansion itself.

2018: Opioids Dominate the Headlines

Beth Macy, a former Roanoke Times reporter, penned
“Dopesick,” a deep dive into the problem of opioid abuse,
mostly in Virginia. The bestseller includes a vignette from a
RAM meeting as it explores the lives of users, dealers,
doctors, cops and health activists, and describes the criminal
case brought against Purdue Pharma. At MSV’s annual
meeting in October, Gov. Northam called opioids one of the
state’s biggest issues.
The Virginia Medical Examiner’s Office predicted that deaths due to opioid overdose w ill
fall to 1,175 in 2018, dow n from 1,230 in 2017, but still more than the 1,138 in 2016 and
every year before. Drug overdose — primarily caused by opioid use — remains the
leading cause of unnatural death in Virginia, outpacing gun-related violence and motor
vehicle accidents since 2012.

2018: Bon Secours Finalizes Merger With Mercy Health
Bon Secours Health System and Cincinnati-based Mercy Health finalized a merger in
September, creating one of the largest Catholic health systems in the U.S. The new $8
billion organization includes 43 hospitals and more then 2,100 physicians.

2018: Physicians Want Adequate Reimbursement
W hile Virginia is one of the Top 10 states for overall income,
w e’re in the bottom 5 for Medicaid reimbursement to
physicians. Here’s the letter the Medical Society of Virginia sent to
Gov. Northam.

2018: Immigrant Children Seen in Fenced Cages at Border Facility
Many Americans w ere outraged w hen the president’s interpretation of
border security policy led to children separated from parents and held in
“cages” in detention facilities. Concerned pediatricians contacted former
RAM member and president of the American Academy of Pediatrics
Colleen Kraft, MD. Kraft visited a facility and w as horrified. “America is
better than this.” By year's end, nearly 15,000 children w ere being held,
w ith facilities nearly at capacity.

2018: Stan Brock Passes Away
Stan Brock, w ho founded Remote Area Medical (know n around here as
“the other RAM”) died at age 82. He had pioneered the use of mobile
medical clinics to serve people in remote and isolated communities. Many
Richmond Academy of Medicine members have volunteered at the W ise
County clinic for years.
Several shared their experiences in this op-ed in the RTD.

2018: Midterms Were All About Health Care
Polls said that health care w as the top issue on voters’ minds in 2018. W hether it w as
ACA repeal, prescription drug prices, gun violence, opioids even the health care impact
of the border w all, Americans show ed up to vote. W ith Dems now in charge of the
House, w e look forw ard to seeing if (and how ) legislators can w ork together.

2018: NRA Tweet Fires Up Physicians
Doctors and the National Rifle Association had w ords after the
organization w arned them to “stay in their lane.”
Some physicians agreed w ith the organization, including one w ho

penned this KevinMD article, saying doctors have been disguising
partisan political proposals as medical recommendations.
Many more w ere outraged, leading to a Tw itter storm in November.
One physician w rote, "W e are not anti-gun: w e are anti-bullet
holes in our patients." By the w ay, gun deaths in the U.S. reached a record high in 2017
(the most recent data available), w ith nearly 40,000 dying.

2018: Teen Vaping Continues to Rise
Tw ice as many high school students used nicotine-tinged electronic
cigarettes in 2018 compared w ith 2017, an unprecedented jump in
a large annual survey of teen smoking, drinking and drug use.
Richmond-based Altria Group is betting that vaping and marijuana
w ill be the cure for decades of declining tobacco use, and is investing heavily in these
areas.

2018: Medical Cannabis Oil Comes to Virginia
RAM member and State Sen. Siobhan Dunnavant, MD (R-Henrico)
led the successful push to expand Virginia’s cannabis oil program to
any patient w ith a doctor’s recommendation. In the fall, the state
named the five manufacturers given licenses to sell cannabidiol
(CBD) and THC-A oils.

2018: RAM Continues to Be Patient's Advocate, Physician's Ally,
Community's Partner
Your Richmond Academy of Medicine brought in
interesting speakers on a variety of topics, offered CME,
gave families a chance to get together and helped
physicians advocate to improve the practice of medicine.
W e’ll keep up the momentum in 2019!

And Finally...
2018: Giant Hogweed Found in Virginia
W e're still not sure w hy this story had so much appeal to RAM
members, but it garnered one of Leg.Up's biggest open rates
of 2018:
Giant hogw eed, a plant that can cause severe burns and even
blindness, w as discovered in Virginia. The invasive species sent
at least one teen to the hospital w ith second and third-degree
burns. Virginia Tech’s guide to identification and control w as
one of the year's most dow nloaded attachments.

Enough of the Past. Now, On to 2019 ...
Jan. 15: Learn about Co-Pay Accumulators, PBMs and More
Do you know w hat “Co-Pay Accumulator” or “Accumulator

Adjustment” programs are and how they affect you and your
patients? Do you know how PBMs (Pharmacy Benefit Managers)
affect your prescribing habits? How financially successful have the
PBMs become at your expense? Learn about these issues and
w hat you can do about improving your practice and the lives of
your patients at RAM's next dinner program.
Join us on Tuesday, Jan. 15 at the Westin Richmond to hear from
Dr. Madelaine Feldman, a practicing rheumatologist in New
Orleans and the president of the Coalition of State Rheumatology
Organizations. She w ill discuss how an entity that a few years ago
w e knew little about — those PBMs — now affects drug pricing, patient cost sharing and
the doctor-patient relationship. A former radio talk show host, Dr. Feldman is passionate
about advocacy and speaks to patients, physicians, regulators and legislators.
Cocktails at 5:30 p.m., dinner at 6:15 p.m. and the presentation at 7 p.m. Guest are
w elcome ($40 guest fee).

Register here

Join Us for White Coat Days
The Virginia General Assembly kicks off its 2019
session on Jan. 9.
It's up to you to tell law makers how legislation
they're considering w ill affect the practice of
medicine. Join your colleagues and make your voice
heard at one of RAM's White Coat Days:
• Wednesday, Jan. 23
• Wednesday, Jan. 30
• Wednesday, Feb. 6
RAM helps you prepare: W e'll meet at 8:30 a.m., have breakfast and receive a quick
briefing before meeting w ith law makers to share our input and perspective w ith them.
It'll w rap up by 11:30 a.m.

CLICK HERE to sign up or call Lara at
804-622-8137 or email her
at lknow les@ramdocs.org

Medical Predictions for 2019
Stat New s asked experts w hat they think 2019 w ill bring to medicine
and science. Replies included predictions about universal flu
vaccines, more on CRISPR, organoids in cancer treatment and a
patient's right to medical data.
And the Cleveland Clinic lists its predictions for the Top 10 medical
innovations, w hich include alternate therapies for pain, the use of
artificial intelligence in healthcare, an expanded w indow to treat stroke patients.

New Year, New Drug Prices
The W all Street Journal reports that more than three dozen drugmakers raised the
prices on hundreds of medicines in the U.S. on Tuesday, according to an analysis from
Rx Savings Solutions, w hich sells softw are to help employers and health plans choose
the least-expensive medicines. The average increase w as 6.3 percent, according to the
analysis, including increases on different doses for the same drug.

A Second Opinion Becomes a Guilty Verdict
Honest medical disagreements can get physicians convicted of insurance fraud, says
The W all Street Journal.
The article examines a disturbing trend in the enforcement of health-care fraud. Ten
years ago, fraud usually meant billing for something you didn’t do—a patient you didn’t
see, a procedure more expensive than the one you did. Those cases didn’t ask judges
and juries to play doctor.
But then prosecutors became concerned w ith unnecessary and expensive tests or
procedures and started pursuing w hat are know n as “medical necessity” cases. It’s now
a federal felony to do a test or procedure if a doctor hired by the government later
decides it w as unnecessary.

The Hidden System of Physician Referrals
Here's a topic that's been a source of friction for many physicians for years (and please
note that The Leg.Up isn't taking a side on this).
Patients are often in the dark about why their doctors referred them to a particular
physician or facility, says The W all Street Journal. Increasingly, those calls are being
driven by pressure to keep business w ithin a hospital system, even if an outside referral
might benefit the patient, according to documents and interview s w ith doctors, current
and former hospital executives and law yers.
Losing patients to competitors is know n as “leakage.” Hospitals, in response, use an
array of strategies to encourage “keepage” w ithin their systems, w hich in recent years
have expanded their array of services.
The article says, "Hospitals have gained more pow er over doctors w ith a w ave of
acquisitions of practices and hirings in recent years, and hospitals are getting more
aggressive in directing how physicians refer for things such as surgeries, specialty care
and magnetic resonance imaging scans, or MRIs."
W hat's your take on this? Leg.Up w ants to hear from you.

Looking Ahead to 2020
The Richmond Academy of Medicine will celebrate its 200 th anniversary in 2020. Look for a yearlong celebration, with special speakers throughout the year, topped off with an exciting gala event.
We look forward to seeing our members there!

Researchers "Prove" Parachutes Don't Work
Research published in a major medical journal concludes that
a parachute is no more effective than an empty backpack
at protecting you from harm if you have to jump from an
aircraft, reports NPR.
But before you leap to any rash conclusions, you had better
hear the w hole story. The gold standard for medical research
is a study that randomly assigns volunteers to try an
intervention or to go w ithout one and be part of a control
group. How ever, the study didn't factor in that the planes for
both groups w ere on the ground, not in the air.
Instead, the lighthearted study w as performed in order to illustrate how flaw ed some
medical research could be.

Happy New Year from RAM
Hope you had a restful and relaxing holiday (and
didn't have to w ork all the time).
But w e're happy to be back at w ork and excited
about RAM's advocacy efforts, w hich w ill kick into
gear next w eek w hen the General Assembly starts
back.
As alw ays, please feel free to contact me w ith your
ideas, suggestions and concerns (or complaints).
You can reach me by email or at (804) 622-8136.
Thank you for being part of the Academy and its
continuing conversation about the best practice of medicine.
Click here for past editions of The Leg.Up!
Lisa Crutchfield Barth
RAM Communications and Marketing Director
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