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[bookmark: _Hlk180409888]John Oliver Calls on “Last Week Tonight” Viewers to Advocate for SSDI Reform
In the September 22 episode of "Last Week Tonight," John Oliver discussed the difficulties surrounding disability benefits in the U.S., particularly the Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) program. He pointed out that only about 36% of applicants are approved, highlighting the lengthy and complicated application process, which often takes years. Oliver also summarized how misconceptions about disability lead to stigma. He emphasized that people in the SSDI system are often trapped in a cycle of poverty, highlighting that roughly half of all beneficiaries have incomes below the federal poverty line even with benefits. The segment concluded with a call to action for significant measures to improve the operations of the Social Security Administration. He specifically urged viewers to call their representatives to advocate for the Supplemental Security Income Restoration Act and the SSI Savings Penalty Elimination Act to be passed in Congress. 
[bookmark: _Hlk180413659]The Hill Summarizes the Top 5 Ways Harris and Trump Differ on Education Policy
A recent article by The Hill covered the five main ways education policies proposed by Vice President Kamala Harris and former President Donald Trump differ across key areas. Harris plans to continue and expand student debt relief initiatives, while Trump opposes extensive debt forgiveness and would likely dismantle existing programs. On school choice, Trump supports universal options that allow federal funds to follow students to private or homeschool settings, whereas Harris aligns with the Democratic view that such measures weaken public education. In terms of transgender rights, Harris advocates for protections allowing transgender students access to facilities matching their identity, while Trump seeks to reverse these protections. Additionally, Trump has called for the elimination of the federal Department of Education, promoting state control, while Harris supports maintaining its role. Finally, Trump threatens to cut funding for schools teaching certain controversial topics, while Harris focuses on expanding access to quality education without imposing national curriculum restrictions.
CMS Publishes Update on Actions to Protect the Integrity of FFMs
The Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) released an update on its plans to continue exercising its statutory authority to protect the integrity of the Federally-facilitated Marketplaces (FFMs) and shield consumers from unauthorized changes to their enrollments. This will include quick responses to reviewed consumer complaints, updating systems to prevent unauthorized alterations, and providing resources to help consumers report fraudulent activities by agents and brokers. Starting July 19, 2024, CMS began implementing changes to restrict agents and brokers from modifying consumer enrollments unless associated with those accounts, requiring a three-way call for any new agent involvement. These measures led to a significant reduction in unauthorized plan changes and commission alterations, with complaints about unauthorized plan switches dropping by approximately 30% and unauthorized enrollments by 99.75% resolved. Additionally, CMS suspended 850 agents and brokers suspected of fraudulent activities. CMS aims to prioritize consumer protection and enhance oversight across its operations.
Senator Wyden Urges CMS to Expand the Addiction Medicine Workforce in Medicaid
Senate Finance Committee Chair Ron Wyden (D-OR) sent a letter (press release) to the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) Administrator Chiquita Brooks-LaSure and Deputy Administrator Dan Tsai encouraging the agency to issue guidance that supports the expansion of the addiction medicine workforce that provides services covered by Medicaid and the Children’s Health Insurance Plan (CHIP). In his letter, Senator Wyden emphasized the need to strengthen the addiction medicine workforce, citing residency match data from this year that showed only 51 percent of addiction psychiatry fellowship program slots filled, coupled with only 60 percent of slots for addiction medicine being filled. The Senate Finance Chair also noted that the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2024 requires CMS to issue guidance to states by March 2026 on strategies to increase the accessibility of mental health and substance use disorder (SUD) providers in Medicaid and CHIP.
Senate Democrats Release Report Showing Significant Increase in MA Coverage Denials 
The Senate Homeland Security Committee’s Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations, chaired by Senator Blumenthal (D-CT), released its findings after a yearlong investigation into the three largest Medicare Advantage (MA) insurers, which revealed significant increases in denials for care following hospital stays for patients between 2020 and 2022. The report was released as the federal government continues to crack down on overpayments in MA, leading some insurers to reduce the number of benefits being offered and pulling out of some counties. The report itself found that the three largest MA insurers – Humana, United Healthcare, and CVS Health’s Aetna – had their denial rates increase by over 50 percent for post-acute care services from 2020 to 2022. More specifically, the report found that in 2022, Humana denied prior authorization requests for post-acute care at a rate that was more than 16 times higher than its overall denial rate. It also found that both UnitedHealthcare and CVS denied prior authorization requests for post-acute care at rates that were about three times higher than the companies’ denial rates for all types of prior authorization requests.
Bipartisan House Members Urge Action Regarding Reimbursement Cuts Before 2025
U.S. Representative Mariannette Miller-Meeks (R-IA) led 232 bipartisan House members in urging House Speaker Mike Johnson (R-LA) and Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries (D-NY) to address a scheduled 2.8% cut in Medicare reimbursement for physicians before the end of the 118th Congress. In the letter, Miller-Meeks argued that with rising provider costs, the proposed 2025 Medicare physician fee payment schedule threatens patient care, particularly for rural Americans, and risks exacerbating provider burnout within the healthcare workforce. Miller-Meeks expressed her enthusiasm for bipartisan support in addressing the reimbursement cuts, highlighting the urgent need for both a temporary fix and long-term reform. The American Medical Association and the American Medical Group Association also voiced their support, emphasizing the necessity for Congress to halt the cycle of annual cuts and provide physicians with overdue payment increases to ensure continued access to quality care for patients.
CMS Approves First Ever Waiver for Medicaid and CHIP to Cover Native American Traditional Health Care Practices
The Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) through the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) approved the first ever section 1115 demonstration amendments to allow Medicaid and Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP) to cover traditional health care practices. Traditional health care practices in Arizona, California, New Mexico, and Oregon will be able to cover traditional health care provided by Indian Health Service (IHS) facilities, Tribal facilities, and urban Indigenous organizations (UIO). This is expected to improve Native Americans’ access to culturally appropriate health care, improve quality of care, and improve health outcomes for tribal communities.
Vice President Harris and Governor Walz Release Plan for Rural Communities
Vice President Harris and Governor Walz released their plan for rural communities. The plan focuses heavily on health care workforce, affordability, and accessibility. Key elements include:
· Recruiting 10,000 rural health care providers through expanded scholarships, loan forgiveness, pipeline programs, and grants to train and fund rural community health workers
· Permanently extending Medicare coverage of telehealth benefits and doubling federal grant funding for rural telehealth equipment and technology
· Halving the number of ambulance deserts through EMT financial and technical supports and funding for volunteer EMS programs
· Protecting and expanding independent pharmacies through pharmacy benefit manager (PBM) reform
· Supporting rural hospitals providing inpatient care by strengthening Medicare’s Rural Emergency Hospital Designation
· Lowering prescription drug costs through continued Medicare drug price negotiations.
· Committing to veto a national abortion ban law and signing a law restoring women’s reproductive freedoms
· Introducing the Medicare at Home program which would support seniors living independently and their caregivers by covering robust home care to Medicare beneficiaries
· Protecting and strengthening social security by increasing taxes on the super wealth
· Reducing the cost of childcare by increasing the supply of providers and expanding the Child Tax Credit
· Reenacting the Affordable Connectivity Program to help rural and tribal families have access to reliable, affordable internet
KFF Study Shows First Decline in Teenage Overdoses Since the Start of the Pandemic
The Kaiser Family Foundation (KFF) published a study that shows a decline in teenage drug and alcohol overdoses for the first time since the onset of the pandemic, when adolescent overdose fatalities spiked from 282 deaths in 2019 to 546 deaths in 2020. Fentanyl remains a major driver of these deaths, accounting for 76% of adolescent overdose fatalities in 2023, although the annual increase in fentanyl-related deaths slowed to 2%. Social media has been found to play a significant role in the crisis, with teens often obtaining drugs contaminated with fentanyl through these platforms. Efforts to combat the crisis include federal policies under the Biden-Harris administration, such as over-the-counter naloxone access, expanded substance use education and treatment, and the creation of the Kids Online Health and Safety Task Force to prevent drug sales online. While solutions like school-based interventions and naloxone stocking policies are being implemented, the future of youth drug prevention efforts will also depend on the 2024 election, given the differing approaches of both presidential candidates to addressing the crisis.
Urban Institute Publishes Report on Health Care Affordability in ESI and Private Nongroup Coverage
The Urban Institute published a report on Health Care Affordability in Employer versus Private Nongroup Coverage Before ARPA. Researchers studied nonelderly adults in families where every person had full-year continuous coverage through their plan data from 2016-2019. The report intentionally excludes data from years impacted by the Marketplace premium tax credits from the American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) of 2021. Key findings include:
· Adults with nongroup coverage reported higher per-person out of pocket premiums and healthcare costs than adults with employer sponsored insurance (ESI). Adults with nongroup coverage were more than twice as likely to report paying more than 10% of the family’s income towards healthcare costs. Additionally, 24% lower income adults with nongroup coverage reported out of pocket costs that were greater than 10% of the family’s income.
· 36.4% of adults with nongroup coverage and 21.8% of adults with ESI reported delaying or foregoing medical care, dental care, or prescription drug use in the past year due to cost. Families with incomes at or below 400% the Federal Poverty Level (FPL) had the highest disparity between nongroup coverage and ESI with regards to delayed or foregone care.
· 10.2% of adults with nongroup coverage and 6.9% of adults with ESI reported issues with paying family medical bills in the last year. Regardless of insurance type, 1 in 7 adults with family incomes at or below 200% FPL reported problems paying for medical bills.
· Adults with ESI had higher average incomes and fewer health needs than adults with nongroup coverage. However, income and health needs did not fully explain differences in affordability.
The report urges Congress to address affordability problems for families with nongroup insurance by Spring 2025.
[bookmark: _Hlk178082275]What’s on Tap
Upon Congress’ return to session on November 12, the top priority will continue to be to address funding for the federal government for the next fiscal year. Speaker Mike Johnson (R-LA) continues to vow that Congress will avoid another year end omnibus package but will have to clear several hurdles to avoid it. Telehealth flexibilities add another item to the agenda for lawmakers, as they are set to expire at the end of the year. Members of Congress will also need to address the National Defense Authorization Act amid several ongoing conflicts throughout the globe. Lawmakers in both parties eagerly await action on the farm bill, with Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries noting it will be a priority for the lame duck session. Senate Democrats will likely prioritize appointments of the federal judiciary, especially if they lose control of the chamber in the upcoming election.
[bookmark: _Hlk178082282]Upcoming Events 
On Thursday, HHS will host an event on ASTP’s information sharing, from 2:00pm to 3:00 pm. 

On November 20 through November 21, the National Alliance for Caregiving will host a Caregiver Nation Summit.
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