Proposal for Alliance Sharps Container Benefit
February 23, 2011
Background

At Board’s meeting in December 2010, Mr. Jeffrey Smedburg, Recycling Program Coordinator for the County of Santa Cruz Public Works Department, provided public testimony regarding safe disposal of medical “sharps”:  typically hypodermic needles used by diabetic patients to inject insulin.  Mr. Smedburg explained that local government programs and/or pharmacies in all three Alliance counties offer sites for needle disposal, however medical sharps containers are not provided free to patients and range in cost from $5 to $20.  

Mr. Smedburg asked for the Alliance’s assistance in communicating to our members and providers the importance of safe disposal.  He also suggested that the Alliance consider offering sharps containers as an Alliance benefit for members with related medical conditions.  His challenge was “If you cover injectible medications, then why not cover sharps containers?”  The Alliance’s board was initially receptive to Mr. Smedburg’s request, and asked that staff research the matter and return with a regular agenda item.

Discussion

Proper and safe disposal of medical sharps benefits both the patient and the public, in that patients’ homes and disposal landfills have less risk for accidental injuries from sharps.  Any barriers to access to sharps containers among patients may contribute to improper disposal, as disposal sites sometimes require the industry standard red sharps containers in order to use the site, and so patients without those containers may default to less safe disposal practices.

The Alliance estimates that about 4,250 Alliance members are regular users of injectible drugs and/or lancets for blood glucose monitoring, primarily for diabetes.  Assuming a need for five sharps containers per year at a cost per unit of $7 ($5 + $2 dispensing fee), then the annual cost per patient is $35.  Therefore, benefit cost at full uptake is estimated at about $150,000 per year, or about $.06 PMPM over the Alliance’s membership.

Proposal

Staff propose that the board authorize medical sharps containers as a new Alliance benefit, for the purpose of increased patient and public safety.  Containers would require a prescription, and dispensing pharmacies would submit claims for reimbursement.  At least initially, until plan experience with the new benefit accrues, the containers would require plan authorization so that demand and utilization can be measured and managed.

It is also proposed that staff communicate the importance of sharps container use, and the availability of the new benefit, to Alliance providers and members.

