
week of July 29, 2019

NOTEWORTHY
U.S. House and Senate Recess
The U.S. House began their August recess on
July 26, and the Senate will leave for recess on
August 2. Both Chambers will return on
September 9.

Southern Hills Hospital and
Medical Center Back to School
Event

Southern Hills Hospital in Las Vegas, Nevada,
hosted a community back to school event on
Saturday, July 27th. Federal and state elected
officials helped Southern Hills Hospital CEO
Alexis Mussi and her team kick off the well
attended event, which included a school supply
giveaway, tips about back to school stress and
anxiety, vision screenings, food, and
entertainment.  
 
Pictured from left to right: Assemblyman Alex
Assefa, Assembly Speaker Pro Tem Steve
Yeager, Congresswoman Susie Lee, Southern
Hills CEO Alexis Mussi.
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 FEDERAL  

 CMS Proposed Medicare Payment Hospital,
Physicians, and ASC Rules

 

 

On July 29, The Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services
(CMS) issued several proposed rules that would require
hospitals to publish their retail charge list, as well as their
negotiated price by specific payer and plan to show a set of
"shoppable" services. Those services could include anything
that can be scheduled by a patient in advance, such as an MRI
or hip replacement. The proposed rule follows President
Donald Trump's June Executive Order that directed the Health
and Human Services Department (HHS) to increase price and
quality transparency in healthcare. Hospitals have already
been posting their charge lists and some are offering patients
estimates on out-of-pocket costs; however, this rule takes it
one step further, and could result in increased prices across
the industry.

Comments on the proposed rule are due on September 27th. A
fact sheet can be found here and the proposed rule can be
found here.     

 

Top

 House and Senate Pass $2.7 Trillion
Spending Agreement

 

 The House passed bipartisan House bill, HR 3877, voted on
last week, sent the White House-backed legislation to the
Senate, which passed it on August 1, by a vote of 67-28. The
sweeping two-year agreement raises military spending by $22
billion and domestic spending by $27 billion over current levels
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for fiscal 2020, and suspends the debt ceiling through mid-
2021. The measure hikes each of those budget limits by
another $2.5 billion in fiscal 2021, which begins in October
2020. 

It will now be sent to President Trump for his signature.
Top

 GAO Issues Report on Medicaid DSH
Payments

 

 

Medicaid Disproportionate Share Hospital (DSH) payments to
eligible hospitals covered 51 percent of their uncompensated
care costs in 2014, according to a report released this week by
the Government Accountability Office. The payments are
designed to help offset uncompensated care costs for hospitals
serving a high proportion of Medicaid beneficiaries and
uninsured low-income patients. After several Congressional
delays, the cuts were to begin again in 2020. Recent
legislation (H.R. 2328) approved this month by the House
Energy and Commerce Committee to address surprise medical
bills would eliminate the Medicaid DSH cuts in FY 2020 and
2021 and reduce the cuts to $4 billion instead of $8 billion for
FY 2022. Leaders of the Senate Finance Committee requested
the GAO report.

 

Top

 Congress Targets Social Determinants of
Health

 

 

On July 25, a bipartisan group of lawmakers, led by
Representatives Cheri Bustos (D-Il) and Tom Cole (R-OK),
introduced the bill to launch a multi-agency council and fund
$25 million in grants for "Social Determinants Accelerator
Plans" to encourage government agencies to help coordinate
needs like food, housing, and transportation for certain groups
in Medicaid.

The plans are supposed to focus on particular groups of
people on Medicaid, such as the homeless, elderly nursing
home residents or women with postpartum depression. Up to
20% of the funding would be earmarked for people who live in
rural areas.
 
The group behind this legislation is a coalition of hospitals and
insurers called Aligning for Health. Members include the
American Hospital Association, the Blue Cross and Blue Shield
Association, Humana, Molina and UPMC.

A representative for the group said the bill "does not
contemplate future funding," but is aimed at improving
coordinated efforts between programs for vulnerable groups.

Social determinants of health is a growing buzzword in health
policy. Earlier this week, HHS Secretary Alex Azar hinted to a
crowd of Medicare Advantage insurers that the Trump
administration could expand supplemental benefits in the
program to mitigate extenuating circumstances of patients.

AHA vice president, Tom Nickels, in his praise of the Bustos-
Cole measure, said for hospitals and health systems:
"addressing social determinants of health is central to driving
value and advancing overall well-being."
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 STATE  

 New Hampshire  

 Medicaid Expansion Blocked
This week, a federal judge blocked New Hampshire from
imposing work requirements on Medicaid recipients, delivering
another setback to the Trump administration's bid to overhaul
the safety net program for the poor.

Judge James Boasberg, with the U.S. District Court for the
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District of Columbia, ruled the New Hampshire program
suffered from the same shortcomings as the work
requirements Health and Human Services (HHS) approved for
Arkansas and Kentucky, which he also struck down.

The decision came despite New Hampshire delaying the
effective date for the work requirement until October 1 to give
low-income residents who would be covered by the rules more
time to comply or lose their benefits.

The Justice Department earlier this month asked Judge
Boasberg to delay his ruling until mid-November at the earliest
because New Hampshire temporarily suspended its rules,
which would require some Medicaid enrollees to work at least
100 hours per month to keep their coverage.

New Hampshire leaders said they would appeal the decision.
Top

 North Carolina  

 

Sandoe Tapped For North Carolina's Medicaid Agency
Emma Sandoe, a former Centers for Medicare & Medicaid
Services (CMS) official during the Obama administration, is
serving as an Associate Director of Strategy and Planning. Ms.
Sandoe has been a Harvard researcher in health policy and
political analysis, and previously worked for CMS, serving as
the Medicaid spokesperson and working on HealthCare.gov
communications, as well as the Center for Medicare and
Medicaid Innovation.
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 Tennessee  

 

National Health Care Groups Oppose TennCare Block
Grants
Thirteen national health care organizations have issued a letter
to the commissioner of the Tennessee Department of Finance
and Administration and the Deputy Commissioner and Director
of TennCare opposing the state's plan to pursue "block grants"
for its Medicaid program, TennCare. The letter, whose authors
include the American Cancer Society, American Diabetes
Association, American Heart Association, and American Lung
Association, states that changing the funding structure of
TennCare would jeopardize health care coverage for the
approximately 1.3 million low-income Tennesseans, including
three of every seven children in the state, now enrolled in the
program.
 
For more on this click here.
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 Texas  

 Congressman John Ratcliffe Nominated as National
Intelligence Director.
U.S. Representative John Ratcliffe (R-Heath) has been
nominated by President Trump to replace Dan Coats as
Director of National Intelligence. Once confirmed by the U.S.
Senate, a special election will take place to elect Ratcliffe's
successor for Texas' 4th Congressional District. The district
stretches from the Dallas suburbs east to Texarkana.
 
Texas without a Secretary of State.
The office of the Texas Secretary of State has been empty
since May when David Whitley failed to be confirmed by the
Texas Senate. Deputy Secretary of State, Joe Esparza, has
been keeping up with public duties, but so far there has been
no news about a possible replacement. An all-day seminar on
election security by the Department of Homeland Security was
held this week without Texas' top election official in attendance.
 
Texas House Turmoil  
This week, Texas House Speaker, Dennis Bonnen (R-
Angleton), denied recent allegations that he planned to target
10 GOP state House members during the 2020 primary
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elections.
 
Accusations arose on July 25 that Bonnen, along with House
Republican Caucus Chairman, Representative Dustin Burrows
(R-Lubbock), met with the CEO of Empower Texans, a
conservative non-profit organization that bills itself as a
services and reporting organization to educate Texas voters. It
is alleged that during this meeting, Bonnen and Burrows
offered a list of ten incumbent House Republicans to be
targeted during the 2020 primary election in exchange for
House media credentials.
 
Empower Texans is publicly perceived as a political advocacy
organization, and as such, the group has been previously
denied House floor access and media credentials because it
has not been deemed a media organization under House
rules.  Earlier this year, the organization filed suit against the
Chairman of the Committee on House Administration for denial
of press credentials, arguing that the Chair unconstitutionally
violated both free speech and press rights. The lawsuit was
dismissed in late May by U.S. District Judge Lee Yeakel.
 
Burrows has yet to issue a statement on the matter. 
 
The Texas primary election is March 3, 2020.

House Appropriations Chairman Announces Retirement  
State Representative John Zerwas, M.D. (R) announced on
July 31 that he will retire from the legislature, effective
September 30, 2019.  Zerwas, an anesthesiologist, has served
District 28 in the Texas House of Representatives since 2007. 
 
Zerwas has chaired the House Appropriations Committee
since 2017.  He previously served eight years on the House
Appropriations Committee, Chairing the subcommittee on
Health and Human Services, and he is past Chairman of the
House Committee on Higher Education.
 
The retirement will force a special election for Texas House
District 28 later this fall.  
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 Utah  

 Partial Medicaid Expansion Denied by Trump
Administration
Governor Gary Herbert (R) announced on July 27, that the
Trump Administration would not allow Utah or any other state
to receive enhanced Affordable Care Act funds for partial
expansion of Medicaid, saying they will only approve
demonstrations that comply with the current policy. Based on
assurances from Seema Verma, the Centers for Medicare and
Medicaid Services (CMS) Administrator, that she would work
with them on it, Utah's GOP leaders had hoped to receive
approval for full funding of their partial Medicaid expansion, a
scaled-down version of what voters approved last year.

However, there could be a chance that Utah will have to grant
a larger Medicaid expansion after all. The state's GOP leaders
included a requirement that, should the Trump administration
not grant full funding for partial expansion, the state would
have to fully expand the program. State Senator Allen
Christensen (R), the bill's sponsor, stated that full
implementation would probably be necessary. Under full
Medicaid expansion, the federal government covers 90% of the
health care costs for individuals earning up to 138% of the
federal poverty level, with states responsible for the remaining
10% of costs.

Utah previously requested, and received approval for, a 70-30
funding match for patients earning up to 100% of poverty. But
the state's next request under SB96 sought the more favorable
90-10 match while keeping Medicaid enrollment limited to
those under 100% of poverty. That arrangement would
leave roughly 50,000 otherwise eligible Medicaid patients to
buy subsidized health insurance through the Obamacare

 



individual marketplace.

In exchange for the additional federal funds, the state would
agree to a per-capita funding structure, which leaves the state
responsible for increases in health care costs, and
the imposition of work requirements and enrollment caps on
beneficiaries.

Top

 Virginia  

 

Voter Registration Up
Voter registration in Virginia is up significantly and political
scientists believe that bodes well for Democrats as they try to
retake the state legislature. Republicans hold slim majorities,
just one to two seats, in both chambers. Approximately 111,000
new voters have registered so far this year, 67% more
registered voters than 2015, the last time the entire General
Assembly was up for election. Currently, 5.7 million voters are
registered in Virginia and every year since 2016 voter
registration has increased compared to the same point in the
previous election cycle.
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 INTERNATIONAL  

 HCA-UK  

 

Johnson Says No Deal Planning "Top Priority" 
In his first statement to the House of Commons as Prime
Minister, Boris Johnson reaffirmed his commitment that the UK
will leave the EU by October 31 "whatever the circumstances."
He said he was willing to negotiate a deal, but the Withdrawal
Agreement in its current form was "unacceptable," and that
abolishing the Northern Ireland backstop was required for a
deal to be achieved. He added that the Chancellor of the
Exchequer, Sajid Javid, had confirmed that "all necessary
funding will be made available."
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