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NYT Reflects on Potential Changes to Social Security Benefits Under Second Trump Administration 
The New York Times released an article about the significant financial shortfall that Social Security is facing, exacerbated by demographic shifts like longer life expectancies and fewer workers contributing to the system. The article outlined that President-elect Donald Trump's proposed tax cuts and policies, such as ending taxes on overtime and Social Security benefits, could worsen this shortfall by reducing revenue and limiting the number of contributors. One potential solution to address the funding gap is raising or eliminating the payroll tax cap, which currently limits Social Security taxes to income up to $176,100. Expanding the cap could help close a portion of the funding gap, but such proposals face political challenges, especially regarding the potential expansion of benefits for high earners. The Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) trust fund is separately funded and not at risk in the short term, though transfers from it to the retirement fund are possible with Congressional approval. The article posited that the program's long-term sustainability will require careful policy decisions and bipartisan support.
The House Passes Bill to Increase Social Security Checks
The Social Security Fairness Act, recently passed by the House with bipartisan support, is now awaiting a vote in the Senate, but time is running out for its passage before Congress adjourns in December. This bill seeks to eliminate two provisions—the Windfall Elimination Provision (WEP) and the Government Pension Offset (GPO)—which reduce Social Security benefits for public workers, including teachers, police officers, and other state and federal employees who also receive pensions from non-Social Security-covered jobs. If enacted, the law would restore full benefits to these workers and their surviving family members. Although the bill has 62 co-sponsors in the Senate and could likely pass, it faces significant opposition due to its projected $190 billion cost over ten years, raising concerns about its impact on Social Security’s long-term solvency. Advocates argue that the bill addresses an injustice for public workers who contributed to Social Security but are penalized when it comes to their retirement benefits.
NPR Releases Analysis of the Implications of President-Elect Trump’s Promise to Abolish the Department of Education 
NPR analyzed President-elect Donald Trump’s proposal to close the U.S. Department of Education, aiming to shift control of education back to state governments. He argues that states can better manage the education system and address local needs, a stance in line with conservative views on limiting federal oversight. Trump's platform also includes cutting federal funding for schools that promote critical race theory, gender ideology, and other content he deems inappropriate. NPR stated that while the idea of dismantling the Department of Education is consistent with past Republican calls for reducing federal involvement in education—dating back to Ronald Reagan—it faces significant hurdles, including the need for congressional approval and potential opposition from states that heavily rely on federal education funding. Additionally, the department plays a crucial role in civil rights enforcement, student loans, and support for disadvantaged students, which could complicate efforts to dismantle it. Trump's administration is expected to focus on revising civil rights protections, particularly those extended to transgender students, and continuing to advocate for school choice and limiting certain curricula.
Public Sector Healthcare Roundtable and National Institute Publish Report on Escalating Specialty Drug Costs
The Public Sector HealthCare Roundtable, alongside the National Institute for Public Employee Healthcare Policy, released a critical report exposing the escalating crisis in specialty drug costs. Amidst responses from public sector plan sponsors, it is important to note that pharmacy expenses now consume a staggering 36% of total health care spending for public sector employers who responded to the survey, with specialty drug costs projected to surpass $310 billion by 2030. The report assesses how public entities address the unsustainable cost of specialty medications and identifies solutions to ensure continued access to critical medications for public sector employees, retirees, and their dependents. The report highlights responses from 13 states representing over 78 health plans.
Republicans Name New Chairs After Electoral Victory 
Republican members of Congress continue to select congressional leaders following the presidential election in both chambers. Rep. Lisa McClain (R-MI) was voted to serve as the House GOP conference chair for the upcoming year, succeeding Rep. Elise Stefanik (R-NY), who was nominated by President-elect Trump earlier this week to serve as the United Nations Ambassador. Rep. McClain won the leadership race against Rep. Kat Cammack (R-FL) with a vote of 146-67. In her campaign, McClain highlighted the importance of shifting Michigan from a swing state to a reliably Republican one, which is said to have played a role in her victory. In the Senate, Senator Bill Cassidy (R-LA) has been appointed to lead the Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions (HELP) Committee next year, after previously serving as the ranking member under Chair Bernie Sanders (I-VT). Cassidy’s appointment follows the decision by Senator Rand Paul (R-KY) to focus on chairing the Homeland Security Committee. These announcements follow Senator John Thune’s (R-SD) election as Senate Majority Leader. Additional committee leadership positions are expected to be finalized in the coming days and weeks.
President-Elect Trump Nominates RFK Jr. for Secretary of HHS
President-elect Donald Trump nominated Robert F. Kennedy (RFK) Jr., to lead the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). RFK Jr., who ended his campaign for the 2024 presidency and endorsed Trump, is known for his outspoken views on vaccines, including his concerns about their safety and their possible connection to autism. He is the founder of the advocacy group Children’s Health Defense, which promotes research and policies on vaccine safety. The nomination follows earlier speculation about his potential role in the Trump administration. Prior to Election Day, a co-chair of Trump’s transition team had denied reports suggesting RFK Jr. would be nominated for the position. If confirmed, his appointment could bring significant changes to HHS and its associated agencies, including the Food and Drug Administration (FDA), which he has previously criticized. RFK Jr. has expressed concerns about the FDA’s regulatory practices and has indicated a desire to reform the agency. His views on public health also include opposition to fluoride in drinking water and ultra-processed foods, positions that have generated debate about their potential influence on federal health policy. In a recent interview with NPR, RFK Jr. stated that President-elect Trump had tasked him with addressing what he described as corruption and conflicts of interest within regulatory agencies, restoring a focus on evidence-based science and medicine, and tackling the chronic disease epidemic with measurable improvements within two years.
VA Proposes Eliminating Copays and Creating Community Telehealth Access Points
The US Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) announced a proposal to eliminate copayments for VA telehealth services and create a grant program to fund VA telehealth designated access points in non-VA facilities. The proposed grant program, called Accessing Telehealth through Local Area Stations (ATLAS), would provide funding to organizations to offer veterans comfortable, private spaces including devices connected to high-speed internet to meet with VA providers remotely. The ATLAS grant would focus on establishing access points in rural and medically-underserved communities. These efforts align with the Biden-Harris Administration’s efforts to lower the cost and improve the access to health care services for all Americans who have served. The rule is available on the Federal Register and the VA expects a notice of funding opportunity to be posted shortly.
OIG Audit Finds Not All Hospitals Complied with Hospital Price Transparency Rule
The Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) through the Office of the Inspector General (OIG) with concurring support from the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) published audit findings on hospital compliance with the Hospital Price Transparency (HPT) Rule. Of the 100 hospitals sampled, only 63 complied with all HPT Rule requirements, 34 hospitals did not comply with one or more HPT Rule requirements associated with publishing comprehensive, machine-readable files, and 14 hospitals did not comply with one or more HPT Rule requirements associated with displaying shoppable services in a consumer-friendly manner. In response, OIG recommends CMS review noncompliant hospitals associated with OIG findings. If CMS finds the hospitals are noncompliant, CMS should execute enforcement measures. OIG also recommends that CMS use OIG audit report information to consider implementing changes suggested by hospitals including defining “shoppable services” and developing training and compliance programs for smaller hospitals, as well as continue strengthening internal controls to allocate sufficient resources to maintain robust program review for hospital HPT compliance.
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After returning to session last week, members of Congress now have just over a month to extend government funding past the December 20th deadline that was set in September. Republicans now hold the upper hand in end of year negotiations as they will control both chambers of Congress and the presidency in the 119th Congress, potentially leading to funding cuts in the omnibus legislative package. 
In addition to keeping the government funded through the new year, lawmakers also must grapple with several time sensitive healthcare issues including the telehealth flexibilities extension, the Rare Pediatric Disease Priority Review Voucher, the Pandemic and All-Hazards Preparedness Act Reauthorization, in addition to funding the National Health Service Corps and community health centers. Members of Congress may also be working on legislation to address some topics that have garnered bipartisan support in both chambers of the legislature like PBM reform and physician reimbursement rates. 
Now that the election results are in and Republicans have solidified control over the Congress next year, more details regarding the content of the end of year package are expected to be released. The upcoming Republican majorities are likely to disincentivize Republican lawmakers from seeking more than the bare minimum compromise for the remainder of the year, likely resulting in another short-term funding extension until the new presidential administration and Congress take control. However, if Republicans punt into next year, the looming spending package would eat up valuable floor time that the Senate will need to confirm Trump’s aforementioned nominees for his second term in office. 
[bookmark: _Hlk178082282]Upcoming Events 
· Wednesday November 20 | 9:00 a.m. HHS & FDA’s Digital Health Advisory Committee Meets to Discuss the Use of Generative AI in Medical Devices
· Wednesday November 20 | 10:30 a.m. House Appropriations Committee Holds a Hearing on the Social Security Administration 
· Thursday November 21 |8:00 a.m. Axios Holds a Webinar on Supporting America’s Family Caregivers 
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