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July 2006, ASTRO ACTIVITIES BY COUNCIL
I. EDUCATION COUNCIL – Major Initiatives

ASTRO Annual Meeting – November 5-9 2006
The ASTRO Annual Meeting is the premier educational and scientific event for radiation oncology professionals. The 2005 Annual Meeting attracted over 10,000 attendees from all over the world.  The 2006 meeting will be ASTRO’s 48th annual meeting , and will be held in Philadelphia Pennsylvania.  

Systemic Target Radionuclide Therapy (STaRT) Symposium

ASTRO held its second Systemic Targeted Radionuclide Therapy Symposium on November 12-13, 2005, in La Jolla California. The STaRT program provided educational tools — workshops, lectures, expert panels and consensus conferences — demonstrating appropriate uses of this new medical technology. Participants also explored ways to promote and support research and training related to radiation oncology.  A Red Journal Supplement from this meeting with review articles will be published in the fall of 2006. 

Translational Research in Radiation Oncology Symposium 

ASTRO is excited to offer this new course on Translational Research in Radiation Oncology, September 8-10 2006, in Boston. The two-day symposium is designed to encourage the development and promotion of physician-scientists in the field of translational research in radiation oncology. Leading physicians, physicists, biologists and industry representatives will present key topics in biology and physics that are being used as the basis for the design of new treatments.  Abstracts have been selected for oral and poster presentations at the meeting.

IMRT Practicum
The 2006 Intensity Modulated Radiation Therapy Practicum February in Dallas on played to a sold-out crowd with more than 480 attendees. The IMRT Practicum is designed to help practicing radiation oncologists understand how to implement IMRT into clinical practice. Participants also enjoyed the newly structured workshop portion of the practicum, providing didactic lecture and hands-on time with specialists and treatment planning systems. 

IGRT Symposium

The goal of this educational symposium is to present a snapshot of the current IGRT technology, discuss issues confronting safe implementation and judicious use of IGRT, and encourage a reflection in the future of this technology.  The symposium was designed to aid radiation oncologists and physicists in understanding the nuances of IGRT and its implementation for different disease sites.  This years symposium was held in Las Vegas, April 28-29 2006.  
Online Education

In addition to these regularly scheduled educational opportunities, ASTRO is now offering an online Breast Cancer Management Series through our Web site.  Receive up to 4.5 hours of CME by participating in this online series. The three interactive courses demonstrate how advances in basic science have been, and continue to be, translated in current medical practice. This series discusses evolving surgical and pharmacological breast cancer management, identifying how these treatment advances relate directly to the use of radiation therapy.
AAPM Educators' Day at ASTRO
ASTRO will host AAPM’s Educators’ day at its annual meeting this year, which is to be held November 5-9 in Philadelphia.  AAPM will invite high school and college physics teachers from the Philadelphia area in for a one day meeting during ASTRO in which they will be given a short presentations on "What is Medical Physics?".  The participants will also be given a 'one-day' pass to the meeting and are free to go to the sessions and/or exhibit hall at ASTRO. 

II. RESEARCH COUNCIL – Major Initiatives

Integrating the Healthcare Enterprise – Radiation Oncology (IHE-RO) Task Force
Under the leadership of Healthcare Information Management Systems Society (HIMSS) and the Radiological Society of North America (RSNA), IHE began in November 1998 as a collaborative effort to improve the way computer systems in healthcare share critical information. IHE is expanding into new clinical domain areas including Cardiology, laboratory and medication management.  IHE includes medical specialists and other care providers, administrators, standards organizations, IT professionals, and vendors. 

IHE does not create new standards, but rather drives the adoption of standards to address specific clinical needs. IHE Integration Profiles specify precisely how standards are to be used to address specific clinical problems, eliminating ambiguities, reducing configuration and interfacing costs, and ensuring a higher level of practical interoperability.

The American Society for Therapeutic Radiology and Oncology (ASTRO) has formed a multi-society Task Force to undertake an initiative to promote the Integration of the Healthcare Enterprise (IHE) – Radiation Oncology (RO), fostering seamless connectivity and integration of radiotherapy equipment and the patient health information systems.   Over the past year, the IHE-RO Planning Committee, led by Jay Cooper and Keith LaPlain (Varian Medical Systems) and Technical Committee, led by Bruce Curran and Stuart Swerdloff (IMPAC Medical Systems) have developed the initial Integration Profile, which describes transmission of CT, contour, beam, and dose information from imaging system to dose display device.  Technical Framework documents will be completed and out for public comment in the next few months.  An IHE-RO informal Connectathon is planned for the last week of September, 2006 and a Public Demonstration of this profile at the 2006 ASTRO Annual meeting in Philadelphia. 

At the informal Connectathon in September vendors will test their applications to show compliance with the profile as well as valid interaction with other vendors implementing complementary portions of the profile (e.g.  A CT-Simulation workstation showing transmission of contours and simple beam data to an RT planning system).  Products that participate in this informal test of connectivity will be allowed to participate in a Public Demonstration of the profile (exhibit on the floor of the ASTRO Annual Meeting).  The use case selected for demonstration in 2006 involves the flow of DICOM images and treatment planning data, from CT scan through dose display, for 3D conformal, external beam radiation therapy.  The emphasis for this first Integration Profile is on reducing ambiguity and facilitating basic interoperability in the exchange of DICOM RT objects.  

Joint Intersociety (ASTRO, AAPM, ACR) sponsored QA Workshop And IJROBP Supplement
This comprehensive three day program of invited talks scheduled for February 2007 will address the broad range of quality assurance (QA) concepts and procedures used in modern day radiation therapy, including both established and emerging image-based and adaptive radiation therapy modalities.  The objectives of this program are to assess and critique the currently available QA guidance and methods of formulating QA protocols as well as to explore risk-informed industrial engineering approaches to radiation therapy error mitigation.  Specifically, this program seeks to

· Identify practice areas where currently-recommended QA guidance is adequate (e.g., brachytherapy source and remote afterloader QA)

· Identify practice areas where current approaches to developing prescriptive fixed QA protocols are adequate, but specific guidance needs to be updated in light of modern RT applications (e.g., MLC QA) 

· Identify emerging or established practice areas where fixed QA protocols either fail to adequately safeguard patients or would be cost-ineffective

· Evaluate the potential for more formal error mitigation and process analysis methods of industrial engineering to more optimally focus available QA resources on process components which have significant likelihood of compromising patient safety or treatment outcomes.  

· Evaluate the feasibility of mounting a multidisciplinary approach to developing more flexible and cost-effective risk-informed QA programs in radiation therapy.

The participants will provide an up to date status of QA efforts and ongoing issues for advanced technology modalities and their associated equipment including computerized treatment planning systems, imaging used in treatment planning, treatment delivery equipment, on-board imaging and computer networking, and clinical trials QA.  The faculty includes many nationally known experts in the field of radiation oncology actively involved in quality assurance effort

Radiation and Cancer Biology Practice Examination

Under the auspices of the Radiation and Cancer Biology Committee, ASTRO in the fall of 2005 assumed responsibility for the development, administration, and dissemination of the Radiobiology Practice Examination.  The Exam is an educational tool to guide radiation oncology residents in their studies of radiation and cancer biology and to assist them in preparation for the radiation and cancer biology section of the board certification exam administered by the American Board of Radiology (ABR).

Physics Core Curriculum
Thru an Ad-Hoc Task Force on Medical Physics, the ASTRO Radiation Physics Committee is preparing to update its Core Curriculum for Physics Education originally published in 2004.1 The Ad-Hoc Committee, composed of physicists and physicians from various residency program based institutions, are associated with the American Association of Physicists in Medicine (AAPM), ASTRO, Association of Residents in Radiation Oncology (ARRO), American Board of Radiology (ABR), and the American College of Radiology (ACR).  The Ad-Hoc Committee is scheduled to have two meetings later this year to complete its update of the Core Curriculum; one meeting is scheduled for early October in Philadelphia, and the other will be in conjunction with the 2006 ASTRO Annual Meeting.

Joint Radiation Oncology Physics Residency Training Program Awards
Working jointly, both ASTRO and AAPM made available funding for three grants each this year.  The purpose of these awards is to promote the development of radiation physics residency programs in the United States, leading to more graduates and more qualified professionals entering the workforce.  The $12,000 awards will provide assistance to newly established programs working towards accreditation.  Three awards from each organization are available annually.  Solicitation for applications will begin again in November/December 2006.
Workforce and Diversity & Disparity Outcomes in Radiation Oncology
The ASTRO Workforce Committee, chaired by John Kresl, MD and the Workforce Diversity Subcommittee chaired by Oscar Streeter, MD respectively conducted both the 2006 Radiation Oncology Workforce Study and the Workforce Diversity and Disparities study in order to assess the current state of the workforce in the field of radiation oncology. The results of these surveys will be used to evaluate future efforts by ASTRO to develop and enhance programs that aid radiation oncology workforce structures.  The surveying instruments were designed by their relevant ASTRO Committee, with input and guidance from Plexus Consulting Group, a market research firm in Washington D. C. that specializes in surveys and statistical programs for professional societies and trade associations.

III. GOVERNMENT RELATIONS COUNCIL – Major Initiatives

Advocacy Day 2006

ASTRO held its third annual legislative training and advocacy program on March 20-21, 2006. During the two-day event in Washington, D.C., over 100 ASTRO members from 40 states met with 120 Congressional offices to promote the Society’s legislative priorities.  Issues discussed included increased funding for cancer research, the importance of medical imaging in radiation therapy, correcting the fundamentally flawed update factor in the Medicare Physician Fee Schedule, and considering Pay-For-Performance programs that are not budget neutral and that are truly quality focused.

Imaging and Radiation Therapy

Last year, Congress passed the Deficit Reduction Act of 2005 (DRA) which capped the technical component of Medicare reimbursement for imaging services in physician offices and free-standing clinics at the hospital outpatient department rate.  

The House Energy and Commerce Health Subcommittee held a hearing on July 18 to discuss this provision.  ASTRO submitted testimony stating that that if the imaging caps contained in the Deficit Reduction Act (DRA) are applied to radiation therapy delivery and management services, it could significantly limit the treatment options for cancer patients.  At the hearing, Herb Kuhn, the administrative head of Medicare within CMS, stated that radiation therapy will be included in these cuts.  ASTRO is advocating for an exemption of radiation therapy from these cuts and is awaiting the proposed 2007 Medicare physician fee schedule rule to assess the extent to which radiation oncology will be affected by these cuts.

ASTRO is also participating in the Access to Medical Imaging Coalition. The coalition supports a legislation which would provide a two year delay on implementation of these imaging cuts so that the Government Accountability Office could conduct a study to assess how these cuts will affect patient access to needed services.  

Quality of Cancer Care Task Force

In response to the growing interest by the U.S. Congress and other Federal Agencies such as the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid (CMS) to link physician reimbursement to quality, efficiency and outcomes (a.k.a. pay-for-performance or P4P), the American Society for Therapeutic Radiology and Oncology (ASTRO) has established a Task Force on the Quality of Cancer Care.  ASTRO’s Task Force reached consensus and Board approval to pursue development of the following P4P measures: 
· Palliative Treatment of Uncomplicated Bone Metastasis to Long Bone 

· Treatment of Intermediate or High Risk Prostate Cancer with Radiation 

· Post mastectomy treatment of Chest Wall in patients with breast cancer and 4 or greater nodes 

· Treatment Intent (Palliative vs. Curative) 

· Radiation Therapy in last 14 days of life (surveillance measure only - not a P4P measure) 

ASTRO is working with the AMA Physician Consortium to have these P4P measures considered as soon as possible. 

Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC)
ASTRO has participated in a number of discussions at NRC’s Advisory Council on the Medical Uses of Isotopes (ACMUI)  related to potential changes to 10 CFR 35 to streamline and clarify standards.  ASTRO anticipates that the NRC will issue the proposed NARM regulation soon that that is expected to address a number of issues such as the medical use of isotopes, an expanded definition of byproduct, and discrete sources of radiation. 

ASTRO has been monitoring the NRC’s recent recognition of the ABR to provide a pathway for certification for both 10 CFR 35.50 Radiation Safety Officers and 10 CFR 35.51 Authorized Medical Physicists. The current recognition of ABR Medical Physics certifications by the NRC with an effective date of June 2007 will cause problems for experienced medical physicists with existing certificates.  ASTRO is working with AAPM to find a solution to this problem.
IV. HEALTHCARE POLICY AND ECONOMICS COUNCIL – Major Initiatives

CMS Proposed Rule for the 5-Year Review and Changes to the Practice Expense Methodology:  In June, the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) released a proposed rule on the Five-Year Review of Work Relative Value Units Under the Physician Fee Schedule and Proposed Changes to the Practice Expense Methodology. The rule contains the proposed revisions to its methodology for calculating practice expense RVUs, and recommendations from the Resource-based Relative Value System Update Committee (RUC) five-year review. ASTRO is analyzing the proposed policies included in the rule to assess the potential impacts on the specialty. Many of the provisions included in the rule, if implemented, could bring significant changes to radiation oncology reimbursement – some favorable and some that may be adverse. ASTRO is working hard to ensure both the continued stability of the specialty and patients’ access to radiation oncology services in all treatment settings.

CPT 77301 Coding Issue:  In Spring 2006, ASTRO initiated a coalition of radiation oncology and radiology societies. The effort included a series of conference calls to bring all stakeholders and their issues to a unified table discussion, a coalition letter signed by 13 different societies as a unified statement to CMS regarding the coding edits with CPT 77301 (IMRT treatment planning), and related activities designed as diffuse means for the specialty to speak to the federal government. 

CCI Edits:  An on-going activity of the Health Policy Committee is addressing the challenge of overturning coding edits, by creating and submitting comment letters to National Correct Coding Inc., a CMS contractor. 

Medical Coverage Policies:  Health Policy monitors and acts on medical coverage policies that are proposed by Medicare contractors (for Parts A and B) and by commercial insurers. This year, the HP Committee has submitted almost 2 dozen comment letters – principally related to IMRT, external beam therapy, proton therapy, and SBRT -- with its recommendations for appropriate coverage indications and coding. 

CPT Development:  HP has developed several new CPT codes in the past 2 years. After careful consideration and research, he codes were developed to provide a means of billing radiation oncology procedures that were not previously represented in the CPT code manual. 

RUC/ Fee Schedule: the Committee has been an active participant in the process that develops and recommends individual CPT code values for the Medicare Fee Schedule. The process is formally titled the Relative Value Update Committee, or RUC. CMS recently proposed its acceptance of recommended values for 8 radiation oncology CPT billing codes. 

