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Second Phase of Alberta Pharmaceutical 
Strategy announced
In late October 2009, the 
Government of Alberta announced 
Phase Two of the Alberta 
Pharmaceutical Strategy, a plan to 
make drug coverage more accessible, 
affordable, efficient and effective for 
Albertans. 

As the various components of this 
strategy are introduced, they are 
expected to have some effect on 
the pricing of prescription drugs in 
Alberta and the payment of drug 
benefits through employer-group 
sponsored benefit plans.

In announcing Phase Two, Minister 
of Alberta Health and Wellness Ron 
Liepert stated that “the next phase 
of our pharmaceutical strategy will 
reduce the out-of-pocket costs of 
prescription drugs for all Albertans, 
allow for quicker access to new drugs 
and give pharmacists a greater role in 
patient care.”

A major initiative of Phase Two 
is to reduce the prices for generic 
drugs from generally 75 per cent 
of the brand-name drug cost down 
to an announced target of 45 per 
cent. Prices for new generic drug 
products entering the market will 
be reduced immediately, followed by 
existing generic drug prices planned 

to come down April 1, 2010. The 
Government of Alberta has stated 
these generic drug price reductions 
are expected to generate savings 
of up to $100 million annually 
for Government of Alberta drug 
programs, and on a long-term basis 
will also provide savings to employer 
group plans, individual health plans 
and cash-paying customers.  At the 
same time, the government will 
look to negotiate reduced costs for 
brand name drugs for government-
sponsored drug benefit programs 
through product listing agreements 
with manufacturers.  

The Government of Alberta has 
stated it is looking to invest up to 50 
per cent of its savings in additional 
pharmacy compensation for the 
dispensing of prescription drugs, and 
for additional professional services 
to improve prescription drug use and 
provide better care to Albertans.  
Alberta Health and Wellness 
is already providing additional 
compensation to pharmacies for 
consultative services such as patient 
medication reviews and medication 
management through a pilot project 
called the Pharmacy Practice Model 
Initiative. More than 100 pharmacies 
across the province are participating 

in this pilot, which is available to 
all Albertans. The results of this 
pilot project will likely be taken into 
consideration as Alberta Health and 
Wellness looks to further expand the 
role of pharmacists.

Phase Two of the Government of 
Alberta’s Pharmaceutical Strategy 
also includes provisions to reform 
the model of payment for pharmacy 
services in Alberta. In conjunction 
with development of a new payment 
model for pharmacy services, the 
Government of Alberta has stated 
that it will continue to work toward 
more fully utilizing pharmacists’ 
professional knowledge, training and 
skill by encouraging them to spend 



more time advising patients and 
other health professionals about 
effective prescription drug use. 
This change is intended to help 
Albertans get the most from their 
medications and improve their 
health. 

While the government 
announced that a new 
compensation model will be 
introduced in July 2010, it also 
announced that to support 
pharmacies as they shift 
their focus from dispensing 
prescription drugs to providing 
more professional services, the 
government will provide a special 
$5 million fund for rural and 
remote pharmacies

In addition, the government 
announced that pharmacies 
will be allowed to charge a 
transitional allowance for each 
prescription with a drug cost of 
less than $75. This transition 
allowance will be set at $3 per 
prescription tentatively beginning 
in April 2010 then scaled back 
to $2 starting in April 2011 and 
$1 in April 2012 before being 
eliminated in April 2013. For this 
period, the allowance could be 
added to the total prescription 
cost. 

Impact on group plans
Phase Two of the Alberta 
Pharmaceutical Strategy contains 
provisions to reduce the price 
of generic drugs–which could 
potentially provide long-term 
savings to group plan sponsors 
and plan members. Over the next 
few years, several popular brand 
name drugs including Lipitor, 
Nexium, and Crestor will be 
losing their patent protection—
which will open the market 
to generic versions of these 
products. These new generic 
products will be subject to this 
reduced pricing.

However, the impact of the 
transition allowance on the cost 
of prescriptions over the short 
term has yet to be determined. 
Since the transition allowance 

will affect the retail cost of brand 
name prescriptions as well as 
those generic drug products 
that are already on the market 
at a reduced price, the impact 
of this change and how it will 
affect employer-sponsored group 
plans is not completely known. 
As many employers are already 
facing rising plan utilization and 
are looking to control operating 
costs through the continued 
economic downturn, the 
transition allowance may offset 
savings coming from reduced drug 
pricing over the next few years. 
It could also impact those large 
employers who have dispensing 
fee caps in place for their plans, as 
without any plan design changes 
their members may face more 
out-of-pocket expenses related to 
this charge. 

As more information about 
these changes become available, 
we will work closely with our 
employer group plan customers to 
ensure your plans are modified as 
necessary to meet your objectives 
and to ensure your  plan members 
are aware of any changes that 
might affect them.

continued from previous page

What is the Alberta 
Pharmaceutical 
Strategy?
The Alberta Pharmaceutical Strategy 
is a Government of Alberta initiative 
to make drug coverage more 
affordable, accessible, efficient and 
effective. Phase One of the strategy 
was announced December 8, 2008. 

Key components of Phase One of 
the strategy included:

•	 Improving drug coverage for 
seniors through the introduction of 
a new seniors’ drug plan effective 
July 1, 2010. Premium and co-
payment amounts for this plan will 
be based on taxable income, with 
reduced premiums available to 
many seniors. Participation in this 
plan will be voluntary.

•	 Adjusting Non-Group Coverage 
premiums to reflect current market 
rates

•	 Establishing a single, government-
sponsored drug plan with a 
common drug list

•	 Introducing a program to cover 
catastrophic drug costs for 
Albertans with extremely rare 
diseases

•	 Creating a more timely and 
transparent drug review process

As the government will be making 
a further adjustment to its Non- 
Group Coverage program premiums 
effective July 1, 2010 to reflect 
current market rates, there could 
be some misleading information 
in the media about who is affected 
by this adjustment. Please note 
that the government’s increase 
to premiums for its Non-Group 
Coverage program administered 
by Alberta Blue Cross applies 
only to that program, not to 
Alberta Blue Cross employer 
group plans. 



For your employees’ benefit

Included with this issue of the Connection Bulletin…

Round-the-clock	web	services	for	plan	members
Encourage your employees to use the secure web site today for quick answers to their claims and benefit questions!

Have your employees registered yet to use the Alberta Blue 
Cross secure web site for plan members? To register, they 
simply use their Group number, ID number and birth date 
as listed on their ID cards. Depending on your plan design, 
successfully registering will give them access to a variety of  
features.
Site security features include 128-bit encryption and automatic 
sign-out after five minutes of inactivity.

Find out if a claim has been processed
If a plan member has sent in a claim during the past 24 months 
and would like to find out its current status, this section is where 
they can check to see if it’s been received or processed. 
If our assessment is complete, a statement will also be available 
online for them to view and print. 
Tax tip: Claim statements available on the web site can be 
submitted as official tax receipts to Canada Revenue Agency.

Claim summary
To find breakdowns of the total amount of health and dental 
claims submitted by plan members and assessed by Alberta Blue 
Cross for a two-year period, they can check the claim summary.  

Check your benefit details
Plan members can click on “Your benefits” for benefit booklets 
in PDF format and specific information about their dental and 
vision benefits. 

This information includes:

•	 Vision: how much coverage a member or dependent has, 
including details of maximums and percentage payable, how 
much each individual has used so far, and when the plan 
member and dependents will next be eligible for the full plan 
maximum.  

•	 Dental:	when the benefit plan will next cover a dental check 
up, the total amounts the plan covers including details such 
as maximums and percentage payable and how much each 
individual has used so far.  

What coverage have I used so far?

When am I next eligible for service?

What are my maximums and  
what is the per cent payable?

Change your address - Order ID cards
Members can check online for the address, birth date 
and phone numbers we have on file for them and their 
dependents and, if plan design permits, update their 
address and phone numbers and order new ID cards.

The “Your benefits” section of the web site provides the 
benefit information most frequently requested by plan 
members. 

Included with this issue of the Connection Bulletin is a copy of the new For Your Benefit newsletter for group plan members. 
We encourage you to photocopy and distribute this newsletter to your employees.

The For Your Benefit newsletter provides helpful information to group plan members—to help your employees make the most 
of their benefits. While previous issues of this publication were made available to plan sponsors on a request basis, we are now 
making this newsletter available to all Alberta Blue Cross plan administrators and will be including copies of this newsletter 
in all future issues of the Connection Bulletin. 

Copies of  For Your Benefit are also available in the plan administrator section of the Alberta Blue Cross web site in PDF 
format, in case you would rather download a PDF version to print or to forward by e-mail to your employees. 

We welcome your comments about the For Your Benefit, as well as your suggestions for topics for future issues. Please send 
your feedback to connection@ab.bluecross.ca.

If your plan members do not have access yet to our 
secure web site, please contact your Alberta Blue Cross 
group representative.



In the midst of the current economic 
slowdown across Alberta, controlling 
your business operating costs has likely 
become a priority to help you through 
the current downturn.

In this environment, Alberta Blue 
Cross remains committed to delivering 
cost control that ensures not only that 
you get the best value for your benefit 
plan dollars today, but that your plan 
remains affordable for the future. 

In recent years the immediacy of 
what employees wanted and what 
a business was willing to include in 
a plan to keep employees happy has 
overshadowed what employers need 
in the long term. But a group plan 
that’s too rich often doesn’t address a 
group’s long-term needs.  The Alberta 
Blue Cross approach to group benefits 
is unique in the marketplace because 
it strikes a balance between providing 
affordability for the business owner and 
reasonable benefits for the employee. 
As more businesses look to contain 
operating costs, they are definitely 
recognizing the value of this managed 
approach.

Alberta Blue Cross delivers cost 
control through both plan design and 
plan management.

Controlling your group benefit costs 
through an economic downturn

•	 Plan design: Appropriately 
designed group plans start with 
basic coverage such as extended 
health benefits, prescription drugs 
and dental care and build to 
include vision care, travel coverage, 
group critical illness benefits, life 
and disability coverage. Choices 
in benefits, coverage options and 
annual benefit maximums provided 
through plans such as Alberta Blue 
Cross BlueFlex plans can deliver 
additional control over costs. Plan 
options such as health and wellness 
spending accounts can round out 
an employee’s coverage and deliver 

Redesigned web site launched
On December 1, 2009, Alberta Blue 
Cross launched our redesigned public 
web site with enhanced navigation— to 
deliver a more efficient user experience 
by directing site users more quickly to 
information and resources of relevance 
to them.

For your convenience, this new site 
includes a redesigned and enhanced 
plan administrator section accessible 
directly from our main home page.

When Alberta Blue Cross first launched 
our external web site more than a 
decade ago, the site consisted of 25 
pages. We have continually expanded 

the functionality of our site to meet the 
needs of existing as well as prospective 
customers and to provide increasing 
levels of self-service. Our web site 

currently has over 250 unique pages, 
including a wide variety of forms and 
downloadable versions of brochures and 
publications. Use of our site continues to 
grow rapidly. In fact, during the month 
of November alone, our public web site 
had over 93,000 visits.

Our redesigned site takes into account 
industry best practices for design and 
navigation, and included an assessment 
of web site statistics to determine the 
most heavily used areas of our site and 
to provide clear paths through the site. 

additional choice, while further 
helping contain costs for the 
employer. 

•	 Plan management: Alberta Blue 
Cross plans contain management 
features such as frequency 
limitations and annual maximums 
to sustain the affordability of the 
plan, as well as numerous controls 
to ensure the eligibility of claims. 
Plan affordability is reinforced 
through fixed bases of payment for 
benefits such as dental coverage, 
as well as through best price and 
billing agreements with pharmacy 
and health service providers. This 
controls plan costs—which in turn 
supports plan viability. 

As a not-for-profit organization, 
Alberta Blue Cross also ensures the 
best value for our customers because 
the rate you pay for your coverage goes 
solely toward claims and administration 
costs—not shareholder dividends like 
our for-profit competitors. And as our 
province’s only Alberta-based benefit 
carrier, when you do business with 
us, your money stays in your province 
where it belongs.
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There’s no doubt that the Alberta Blue Cross Health & 
Wellness Companion can help make a positive difference 
in your employee’s health. But your involvement as a plan 
sponsor or group administrator is essential in getting your 
employees started with using this valuable benefit.

•	Distribute the Introduction to the Alberta Blue Cross 
Health & Wellness Companion orientation brochure to 
all your employees along with a letter encouraging their 
participation. Copies of this brochure are available by 
contacting your Alberta Blue Cross group representative. 
Copies can also be downloaded from the plan 
administrator section of our web site in either colour or 
black and white.

•	Make time for your employees to access the Health 
& Wellness Companion at work. Encourage them to 
participate in the health assessment and to spend some 
time reviewing the features of the site.

•	Promote the Health & Wellness Companion to your 
employees. Posters promoting the Health and Wellness 
Companion can be obtained by contacting your Alberta 
Blue Cross group representative and can also be 
downloaded from our web site.

•	Remind your employees and follow up on a regular 
basis. If you have a bulletin board or newsletter, you 
may want to include reminders encouraging employees 
to use the Health & Wellness Companion. You may also 
want to include a reminder with employee pay stubs 
or talk to your employees about this benefit at staff 
meetings or company events.

•	Encourage a culture of wellness in your work 
environment by reinforcing wellness, ensuring a healthy 
work environment, and supporting those employees who 
choose to make positive lifestyle changes in the interest 
of their health.

Introducing your employees to  
the Health & Wellness Companion

Since Alberta Blue Cross launched the Health & Wellness 
Companion last year, thousands of group plan members 
have registered to use this practical online benefit.

The Companion is a secure, user-friendly web site that 
offers a variety of helpful resources to your employees— 
including health assessments, a personal health record, a 
comprehensive health resource library and prescription 
drug information database. New to the site is an interactive 
health symptom checker which employees can use to access 
information related to a wide range of conditions from head 
to toe.

If your employees aren’t using the Health & Wellness 
Companion yet, we’d like your help to get them 
registered! Getting your employees using the Health & 
Wellness Companion is as simple as promoting it in your 
workplace. To access this site, all your employees need is 
their valid Alberta Blue Cross identification card number. 

Why promote the Health & Wellness Companion? 
Promoting wellness in your workplace helps keep your 
employees healthy, productive and on the job. With 
chronic conditions such as heart disease, diabetes, obesity 
and smoking-related illnesses 
accounting for approximately 
75 per cent of health care 
costs and contributing to 
absenteeism and disability 
as well as decreased productivity in the workplace, the 
Health & Wellness Companion can play a valuable role in 
supporting and promoting the health of your plan members.

As an incentive to promote employee participation in the 
Health & Wellness Companion, Alberta Blue Cross will 
be holding a draw for all group plan administrators who 
support their employees in registering to use this benefit. 
Just get your employees registered and you’ll be eligible 
to win one of dozens of fitness-related prizes. If you have 
already introduced the Health & Wellness Companion, 
you’re also eligible to win.

To enter the draw, just complete the form enclosed 
with this issue of the Connection Bulletin once you have 
introduced the Health & Wellness Companion to your 
employees, and return it to Alberta Blue Cross by fax to  
the number on the form. Please note this draw closes 
March 30, 2010.

Help make a positive difference in the health of your 
employees by introducing the Alberta Blue Cross Health  
& Wellness Companion in your workplace today!

Promote the Health & Wellness Companion 
to your employees…and you could win!



For more information about topics in Connection 
Bulletin, please call your Alberta Blue Cross 

group sales or service representative.

www.ab.bluecross.ca
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We value your feedback
The Connection Bulletin is published to communicate with Alberta Blue 
Cross employer group plan sponsors on a variety of topics relating to 
your plan.
We appreciate your feedback regarding the Connection Bulletin, 
and welcome any comments you may have about the newsletter or 
suggestions of topics for upcoming issues. Please send your feedback via 
e-mail to connection@ab.bluecross.ca, by fax to 780-498-8096,  
or via mail to Corporate Communications, Alberta Blue Cross,  
10009-108 Street, Edmonton, AB T5J 3C5.

Back issues of the Connection Bulletin may be found in the plan 
administrator section of the Alberta Blue Cross web site at  
www.ab.bluecross.ca. ®The Blue Cross symbol and name are registered marks of the Canadian Association of Blue Cross 

Plans, an association of independent Blue Cross plans. Licensed to ABC Benefits Corporation for 
use in operating the Alberta Blue Cross Plan. ABC 82693 (2009/12)

plan administrators’ corner 

Supporting Alberta pork producersFax number changed
If you are sending a fax to the Alberta 
Blue Cross group administration area, 
please note that we have implemented 
a new fax number. This number is  
780-498-3540 and can be used 
for all faxes submitted to our group 
administration area. 

Dental bases of payment updated
If your Alberta Blue Cross group benefit 
plan pays for dental claims according 
to either the Alberta Blue Cross Dental 
Schedule or Alberta Blue Cross Usual 
and Customary Dental Fees, you will 
be receiving a separate mailout from us 
advising of updated rates of payment 
for 2010. 

This mailout includes information for 
distribution to your employees, to help 
them be informed consumers of dental 
services. 

As the largest consumer of dental 
services in the province, Alberta Blue 
Cross plans pay in excess of $510 
million annually for dental services to 
Alberta dentists. This market share 
places us in the unique position of being 
able to accurately assess marketplace 
billing rates for dental services in 
Alberta, and to enable us to establish 
market-appropriate and credible bases 
of payment that also serve the needs 
and interests of our customers.

Alberta Blue Cross stepped 
up to the plate—literally—
this fall to show our 
support for Alberta’s pork 
producers in recognition 
of the challenges this 
important industry is 
currently facing in our 
province. 

Among our 1.5 million 
valued customers 
across the province are 
thousands of families and 
businesses that rely on 
the pork industry for their 
livelihoods. 

Back in 2003 and 2004 Alberta 
Blue Cross undertook an initiative 
to demonstrate our support for the 
province’s beef industry when it was 
hurting due to market challenges. In 
consideration of market challenges the 
province’s pork industry is now facing, 
we recently rolled out a comparable 
plan  to show our support for Alberta’s 
pork producers. This included putting 
on a luncheon for our employees 
where we served up pulled pork on a 
bun to our 850 employees, handing 
out information and recipes from the 
Alberta Pork Producers association to 
our staff, and promoting the availability 
of pork freezer packs to our employees 

across the province to encourage them 
to support this important industry. 

In late November we also made a 
corporate donation of 2,000 pounds 
of Alberta pork to food banks in 
Edmonton, Calgary, Red Deer, 
Lethbridge, Grande Prairie and 
Medicine Hat.

Alberta Blue Cross recognizes the 
importance of the pork industry in 
Alberta, and we are pleased to show our 
support to those Albertans who rely on 
this industry.

For more information about Alberta’s 
pork industry, including access to 
delicious pork recipes, visit  
www.albertapork.com.


