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Newsweek Reports Decrease in SSI Collection
Despite the increasing number of baby boomers reaching retirement age, a Newsweek report revealed that the Social Security Administration has experienced a slight decline in the number of individuals receiving Supplemental Security Income (SSI) benefits. From January to October, the number of SSI recipients dropped by about 200,000, reflecting fewer people enrolling in Social Security disability payments. Factors contributing to this trend include a higher cost of living, more inclusive working environments, and an increasing number of older adults staying in the workforce longer, delaying their Social Security claims. Many baby boomers are adopting "encore careers" due to improved healthcare, enabling them to work well into their 60s and 70s. Financial experts suggest that waiting to claim benefits results in higher monthly payments. However, the Social Security system is facing a looming funding crisis, with predictions that the fund will be depleted by the early 2030s unless reforms are made. Experts argue that traditional retirement models are becoming obsolete and that new strategies are needed to address the challenges of an aging population.
The Hill Summarizes Ways Education May Change in a Second Trump Administration
The Hill reported that President-elect Trump’s second administration is expected to bring major changes to U.S. education, focusing on five key areas. First, he may push to abolish the federal Department of Education, shifting its responsibilities to other agencies to promote local control. A federal school choice program could be implemented, allowing parents to use scholarships for private schools, despite concerns about federal mandates. Trump is also likely to reverse student loan forgiveness initiatives and limit debt relief programs. He plans to roll back Biden-era Title IX revisions that protect transgender students and ban transgender athletes from competing in women’s sports. Finally, Trump has vowed to restrict teaching critical race theory and diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) policies, threatening to withhold federal funding from schools that support such curricula.
CEPR Analyzes How an Aging Population May Affect Long-Term Care Costs 
The Center for Economic and Policy Research (CEPR) released an analysis of how, as population aging accelerates, the financial pressure on public long-term care systems intensifies, with an increasing demand for services and rising care costs. A comparison of social protection measures across 32 Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and European Union countries reveals that many existing systems are unaffordable and poorly targeted, leaving older adults with significant out-of-pocket expenses. For example, long-term care costs can reach over 250% of median income for those with severe care needs, placing older adults at risk of poverty, especially in countries like Italy and Estonia, where expenses exceed 150% of median income. In contrast, countries such as Finland and Denmark manage to keep out-of-pocket costs below 5%. The OECD report identifies several policy options to address these challenges, including promoting healthy aging through preventive programs, leveraging new technologies to enhance care sector productivity, revising eligibility rules to ensure more targeted and inclusive coverage, diversifying funding sources such as public long-term care insurance, and optimizing income-testing to better support vulnerable populations. These reforms aim to reduce the financial burden on older adults, improve the efficiency and sustainability of long-term care systems, and protect low-income individuals from falling deeper into poverty while managing future costs.
Biden Administration Expands Access to Organ Transplants for People Living with HIV
On November 27th, the Biden-Harris Administration, through the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), announced a final rule that will remove certain clinical research requirements for liver and kidney transplants, allowing people living with HIV to access these procedures. This final rule, which implements the HIV Organ Policy Equity (HOPE) Act, is aimed at reducing stigma against people living with HIV, who have historically been subject to additional requirements in order to obtain a life-saving organ transplant as a result of their HIV status. However, robust scientific research indicates that organ transplants between HIV-positive donors and recipients can be performed safely and effectively. The final rule also hopes to reduce the extensive wait times and high costs currently associated with organ transplants. This policy change reinforces the Biden-Harris Administration’s commitment to minimizing health inequities and increasing access to care for people living with HIV. It also aligns with the Administration’s stated goals of advancing evidence-based policies that are backed by science and research. 
Senators from the Bipartisan Senate Health Care Cybersecurity Working Group Introduce Bill to Strengthen Health Care Cybersecurity
Senators from the Bipartisan Senate Health Care Cybersecurity Working Group introduced the Health Care Cybersecurity and Resiliency Act of 2024. The bill aims to promote patient medical information privacy and prevent disruptions to health care service provisioning. The bill offers health entities grants to prevent and respond to cyberattacks, supports rural communities by sharing best practices, improves Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) and Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency (CISA) coordination, modernizes regulations for HIPAA compliance, and requires the Secretary of the HHS to create and implement a cybersecurity incident response plan. The Working Group, formed in November of 2023 in response to rising cyberattacks on health care infrastructure, is led by Senate Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions (HELP) committee Ranking Member Senator Bill Cassidy (R-LA) and includes Senator Mark Warren (D-VA), Senator John Cornyn (R-TX), and Senator Maggie Hassan (D-NH). 
CMS Releases CY 2026 Medicare Advantage and Part D Proposed Rule
The Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) released the Contract Year 2026 Policy and Technical Changes to the Medicare Advantage Program, Medicare Prescription Drug Benefit Program, Medicare Cost Plan Program, and Programs of All-Inclusive Care for the Elderly (fact sheet). This annual rule revises regulations implementing changes to Medicare Star Ratings, marketing and communications, agent/broker compensation, health equity, drug coverage, dual eligible special needs plans (D-SNPs), utilization management, network adequacy, Part C and D subregulatory guidance and other programmatic areas. This year, the proposed rule notably includes proposals related to the coverage of anti-obesity Medication, guardrails for the use of prior authorization and other utilization management tools and the use of artificial intelligence in health care (AI) as well as several policies that build on the work of previous rules to increase transparency, promote health equity and coordination, and continue the implementation of the Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) Part D policies. 
41 Senators Write Bipartisan Letter to Majority and Minority Leaders Expressing Concerns on Medicare Physician Fee Schedule Final Rule
41 Senators representing Democrats, Independents, and Republicans wrote to Majority Leader Chuck Schumer (D-NY) and Minority Leader Mitch McConnell (R-KY) expressing concern about the payments outlined in the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) Calendar Year (CY) 2025 Medicare Physician Fee Schedule (MPFS). In the letter, the Senators note that MPFS provisions for outpatient physicians and other clinicians treating Medicare patients will receive a fifth consecutive payment cut, this year at 2.8 percent. Senators state that persistent payment instability undermines physicians’ and other clinicians’ ability to provide the highest quality of care and maintain independent clinical practices. In the letter, Senators urge the Majority Leader and Minority Leader to address CY2025 MPFS outpatient physician and other clinician payment rates and develop long-term legislative solutions to reform the Medicare Access and CHIP Reauthorization Act (MACRA). 
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Members of Congress return to session this week, with only weeks to keep the government funded ahead of the December 20th funding deadline that was approved by September’s continuing resolution. However, Speaker Mike Johnson (R-LA) recently indicated that Republicans might utilize a short-term funding extension into the first part of the new year, when President-elect Donald Trump and the Republican majority will have taken control. Congressional Republicans lack consensus on the length of an extension with some pushing for a deal to fund the government through the remainder of the fiscal year. 

Along with the December 20th funding deadline, the House and Senate must approve a large disaster aid package, pass the annual defense bill, and extend telehealth flexibilities among a variety of other healthcare priorities and extenders. Hot button issues surrounding the 2025 National Defense Authorization Act like the Pentagon’s diversity initiatives have delayed meaningful progress on the bill. In addition, the Federal Emergency Management Agency’s (FEMA) Administrator has warned that the agency has dwindling resources that put the nation’s response to new disasters in jeopardy, putting pressure on lawmakers to approve the disaster aid package. These pressures, coupled with Senator Majority Leader Chuck Schumer’s (D-NY) focus on confirming President Biden’s judicial nominees, are likely to hamper progress over the remaining weeks of the 118th Congress. 

President-elect Trump finalized his health team appointments last week, after previously naming Robert F. Kennedy Jr. (RFK Jr.) as Secretary of Health and Human Services (HHS) and Dr. Mehmet Oz as Administrator for the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS). Trump tapped Dave Weldon to lead the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) early last week, a former 7-term congressman from Florida and a trained physician. Weldon shares similar concerns of RFK Jr. regarding the safety of vaccines, and was an outspoke critic of the CDC and its vaccine program during his time in Congress. Trump nominated Marty Makary to head the Food and Drug Administration (FDA), a surgical oncologist at Johns Hopkins University who garnered national attention for opposing vaccine mandates during the pandemic. Makary has also been a strong advocate for individuals with chronic diseases, arguing for federal intervention in combating them. President-elect Trump also nominated Janette Nesheiwat as Surgeon General, a physician who is the current medical director of the urgent care chain CityMD. Trump rounded out appointments of his health leaders by nominating Stanford University professor Jay Bhattacharya to head the National Institutes of Health and biotech investor Jim O'Neill for the position of deputy secretary at the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). 
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On Wednesday, Brookings Institute will hold an event on the fentanyl epidemic in North America and the global reach of synthetic opioids, from 9:00am to 12:30pm. 

On Wednesday, Health Affairs will hold a briefing on the use of health care price transparency data, from 1:00pm to 2:30pm. 

On Thursday, the Senate Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee will hold a hearing on FDA actions to reduce obesity in America, at 10:00am. 
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