New Benefit Limit under the Extended Care Health Option (ECHO) FAQ’S

1)  I heard TRICARE is increasing the benefit limit under the ECHO program. Is this true? Yes.  The National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2009 signed on October 14, 2008, increased the limit for certain benefits available through the ECHO.

2)  What do you mean by certain benefits? I thought all ECHO benefits would be covered. No.  Currently, the only authorized ECHO benefits that may be eligible for the increased limit include; training, rehabilitation, special education, assistive technology devices, institutional care and transportation.
3)  What is the new benefit limit under the ECHO program?  The new ECHO benefit now increases the Government’s maximum cumulative share of the cost of providing the ECHO benefits from $2,500 per month to $36,000 per year.  
4)  Is this new benefit going to affect any other rates under the ECHO program? That can not be stated for certain at this time.  Except for the ECHO Home Health Care benefit, the regulation governing the ECHO establishes that the Government’s limit for all other ECHO benefits, such as respite care, assistive services, and durable equipment, is $2,500 per month.  If the Department decides to make any changes to the limit for benefits not included in this enhanced benefit, then TRICARE Management Activity will publish a Final Rule in the Federal Register to amend the regulation.
5)  I have an Autistic child who has been receiving Applied Behavioral Analysis (ABA) therapy under the ECHO program.  The total cost exceeds the allowable $2,500 monthly ECHO benefit.  Can this new limit be used toward this benefit? Yes.  As long as your beneficiary is receiving authorized special education benefits under ECHO, after the sponsor’s monthly cost share is met, then this new increase may help to either reduce or eliminate your out-of-pocket cost.  
6)  If the new ECHO benefit amount is $36,000.00 annually, does that mean I can use this amount for special education for my child, and the $2,500.00 to cover all other ECHO benefits? No.  There is no separate benefit.  This simply means that all authorized ECHO benefits cannot exceed the $36,000 annual cap.
7)  There is a new education tool being tested for children with Autism.  Can I use the new benefit under ECHO to pay for this? No.  The TRICARE Management Activity has not approved any new educational benefits.  Experimental testing, procedures, treatments, therapies, drugs and devices are not considered TRICARE benefits.

8)  Do I need to re-enroll my beneficiary in the Exceptional Family Member Program (EFMP) and then re-register him/her in ECHO to receive this new benefit? No.  As long as your eligible beneficiary is already registered in the ECHO, you do not need to re-enroll or re-register him/her to be eligible for the new benefit.
9)  Will this new ECHO benefit affect they way I submit claims? No.  All claims under the enhanced ECHO benefit will continue to be submitted in the normal fashion.
10)  Who can I talk to if I have any questions about the new ECHO benefit increase? Questions regarding the increased benefit under ECHO should be directed to your regional contractor.
11)  Will there be a retroactive date for the enhanced ECHO benefit? Yes. Once implemented, the sponsor’s may submit claims, with receipts, to their regional contractor for the cost of authorized ECHO benefits provided on or after October 14, 2008, that exceeded the $2,500 per month limit.
12)  My child currently receives ECHO benefits at the cost of $3,700.00 a month.  My sponsor’s cost share is $100.00 a month making our current monthly out of pocket cost $1,100.00.  With the Enhanced ECHO benefit, can I apply some of this money to my current out of pocket cost?  Possibly.  If your child receives any of the identified ECHO benefits, specifically "training, rehabilitation, special education, assistive technology devices, institutional care in private nonprofit, public, and State institutions and facilities and, if appropriate, transportation to and from such institutions and facilities, then there may be a significant decrease to your out-of-pocket cost. 
13)  How will I know if I have exceeded the allowable amount authorized under the Enhanced ECHO benefit?  Though you receive Explanation of Benefits (EOBs), it will not show an accumulative cost of your yearly enhanced ECHO benefits.  You may want to keep an account of monies spent through your own records as well as working with your regional claims processor.     
14)  My child is enrolled in the Autism Demonstration and is receiving Applied Behavioral Analysis (ABA) therapy.  Does he/she qualify for the increased ECHO benefit?  If your child is receiving any of the six specified services:  "training, rehabilitation, special education, assistive technology devices,
institutional care in private nonprofit, public, and State institutions and
facilities and, if appropriate, transportation to and from such institutions
and facilities" , and it has been authorized by your Managed Care Contractor, then he/she is eligible for the increased ECHO benefit.
15)  If at the end of the year, I have not used the full amount of the new benefit, if I have a liability for other ECHO services, can I use the balance toward paying that off?  No.  The Government’s benefit can not be used to pay for or applied to the sponsor’s liability.  Also, all ECHO benefits accrue to the maximum Government benefit of $36,000 per year.  

