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· FDA Authorizes Over-the-Counter Hearing Aid Software with Apple AirPods Pro
Last week, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) authorized the Hearing Aid Feature (HAF), an over-the-counter (OTC) software designed for use with Apple AirPods Pro headphones, to function as a hearing aid for adults with mild to moderate hearing loss. The HAF, which can be customized by users through an iOS device, allows individuals to adjust sound settings without professional assistance. More than 30 million American adults report some degree of hearing loss, which can often be linked to cognitive decline and depression. This authorization is part of the FDA's effort to improve access to hearing aids and promote innovation in hearing support. A clinical study with 118 participants showed that the self-fitting HAF provided benefits comparable to those of professionally fitted hearing aids, with no adverse events reported. The approval underscores the FDA’s commitment to expanding access to health technologies and advancing health equity.

· U.S. Department of Education Announces Disability Innovation Fund Program
The U.S. Department of Education Rehabilitative Services Administration announced a 251-million-dollar award to 27 entities across the country for projects that develop and promote new or improved strategies for transitioning youth and adults with disabilities to competitive integrated employment (CIE). The focus areas for these projects include broadening access to advanced technology careers, innovative uses of technology, supporting justice-involved youth with disabilities, early intervention for those with acquired disabilities, and strategies for disconnected individuals with disabilities. Additionally, a sixth topic area allows for field-initiated projects that can address multiple topics. Eligible applicants include state agencies, public and private entities, nonprofit organizations, Indian Tribes, and institutions of higher education. These projects aim to improve employment outcomes for individuals with disabilities through targeted, innovative approaches.

· KFF Releases Analysis of the Connection between SSDI, SSI, and Medicaid and Medicare Coverage Over Two Decades
Last week, KFF released an analysis of enrollment in disability programs from 2002 to 2022 from Social Security Administration and Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services data. In 2021, 12.9 million qualified for Medicare or Medicaid due to receiving disability benefits from Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) or Supplemental Security Income (SSI).  Of these, 4.5 million were dual-eligible, receiving both Medicare and Medicaid, while 4.8 million SSI beneficiaries had Medicaid only and 3.6 million SSDI beneficiaries had Medicare only. In 2022, 13 million people under age 65 received disability benefits from Social Security programs. Enrollment in SSDI and SSI programs has decreased since 2014, partially due to changing demographics and the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. Mental disorders were the most common disabling conditions among beneficiaries, with SSDI recipients mostly having musculoskeletal and mental disorders, while SSI recipients primarily have intellectual and developmental disorders. The average monthly benefit is significantly higher for SSDI beneficiaries ($1,500) compared to SSI beneficiaries ($650). The decline in SSDI enrollment has meant fewer people under age 65 qualifying for Medicare due to having a long-term disability.

· Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson Shares her Journey with a Child with Special Needs
In a candid interview with CNN, Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson opened up about the struggles she faced as a working mother of a child with special needs. Jackson revealed that her eldest daughter, Talia, was diagnosed with mild autism spectrum disorder at age 11, after years of the family grappling with the lack of a diagnosis and understanding of her needs. Reflecting on the period before her daughter's diagnosis, Jackson admitted she felt "inadequate" and might have left her demanding legal career had she known the full extent of Talia’s challenges earlier. Her personal story highlights the complexities many families face when navigating disabilities, particularly within the context of professional and personal pressures. Ultimately, Jackson’s experience serves as a powerful example of resilience, illustrating that it is possible to achieve success while caring for a family member with a disability, though the journey is often fraught with emotional and practical challenges.

· Congress Members Spearhead Effort to Restore Funding for Mental Health Awareness Training
Last week, Congress members Doris Matsui and Marcus Molinaro sent a letter to Chairman Cole and Ranking Member DeLauro to urge a restoration of funding for the Mental Health Awareness and Training program in the Fiscal Year (FY) 2025 Labor, Health and Human Services, Education and Related Agencies Appropriations Bill, as proposed by the Senate. The Congress members asked for an agreement to fund the program at least 27 million dollars, representing the flat funding from FY 2024. Mental Health Awareness Training (MHAT) is a program that provides training for individuals responding to mental health crises. The program plays a critical role in supporting individuals with severe mental illness by training responders to be better prepared to interact with and respond to such individuals. The Congress members noted the importance of continued funding of projects that address mental health and substance use challenges.
· Essentia Health, Among Other Health Systems, Announces Departure from MA Contracts in Coming Year
Essentia Health announced it will end its in-network relationship with Medicare Advantage plans administered by UnitedHealthcare (UHC) and Humana effective January 1, 2025, due to high rates of prior authorization denials and delays. Essentia Health, serving patients in Minnesota, North Dakota, and Wisconsin, cited that these issues have significantly impacted patient care. Other health systems, including Sanford Health and HealthPartners, are making similar moves due to ongoing coverage denials and delays from Medicare Advantage plans. Mercy Health is also ending its contracts with Anthem Blue Cross Blue Shield in Missouri, affecting multiple insurance plans, and is seeking to minimize patient disruption. These actions reflect a broader trend among health systems reevaluating their participation in Medicare Advantage networks due to operational challenges.

· U.S. Department of the Treasury Releases New Data Showing Nealy 50 Million Americans Have Been Covered Through ACA Since 2014

Last week, the U.S. Department of the Treasury released data showing that over the past decade, nearly 50 million Americans have been covered through the Affordable Care Act (ACA) marketplaces, with enrollment reaching a record high of 20.8 million under the Biden-Harris Administration. This increase was largely due to expanded premium tax credits, which have made marketplace coverage more affordable, reducing premiums to $10 or less per month for many. The Administration has also extended access to the ACA premium tax credit to families with incomes over 400% of the federal poverty level. The ACA marketplaces have been particularly important for people living in states that either haven’t expanded Medicaid or only recently did so. In non-expansion states, about 20% of the population has enrolled in a marketplace plan at some point, compared to 12% in states that have expanded Medicaid.  

What’s on Tap
· Both the Senate and House have returned from summer recess to a fast-approaching deadline at the end of this month to agree on spending proposals and avoid a government shutdown. Internal conflicts within the House Republicans characterized the stopgap funding efforts last week, causing Speaker Mike Johnson (R-LA) to abandon plans to vote on the CR-plus-SAVE Act, which would have combined a six-month continuing resolution with a bill requiring proof of citizenship to vote.  This week, lawmakers await Speaker Johnson’s next move in relation to spending proposals. 

· On Sunday, former President Trump experienced a second assassination attempt within the past three months. Federal authorities are now investigating the incident after the Secret Service opened fire at a spotted gun at the Trump International Golf Club in West Palm Beach. President Biden called on Congress to increase Secret Service support after the incident, while Speaker Mike Johnson demanded that Trump have “every asset available.” The Task Force on the Attempted Assassination of Donald J. Trump released a statement that they are monitoring the situation and have requested a briefing with the U.S. Secret Service. 

· The Senate will vote on legislation this Tuesday on whether access to vitro fertilization will be protected for Americans, which is a contentious issue in the upcoming election. The legislation received 48 votes when it came to the floor in June, but Majority Leader Chuck Schumer (D-NY) stated his reasoning for bring the legislation back, saying that that “Republicans can’t claim to be profamily on one hand, only to block profamily policies like federal protections for IVF.”

· On September 9th, 2024, the U.S. Departments of Health and Human Services, Labor, and the Treasury released final rules on the Mental Health Parity and Addiction Equity Act (MHPAEA), updating regulations the requirements for comparative analyses and key definitions and clarifications for nonquantitative treatment limitations, as amended by the Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2021 (CAA, 2021). The final rules reflect and address comments received during the public comment period for the proposed rules that were published on August 3rd, 2023.  

Upcoming Events 
			Tuesday 
1. The Senate Committee on Finance will host a hearing: "Lower Health Care Costs for Americans: Understanding the Benefits of the Inflation Reduction Act" from 10am-1pm. 
Wednesday  
1. The House Subcommittee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs will host a hearing: "Examining VA’s Challenges with Ensuring Quality Contracted Disability Compensation Examinations" from 10:15am-12:15 pm.
1. The House Ways and Means Subcommittee on Health will host a hearing: "Investing in a Healthier America: Chronic Disease Prevention and Treatment" from 2pm-4pm. 
Thursday  
1. The Senate Committee on Aging will host a hearing: "Fighting Fraud: How Scammers are Stealing from Older Adults" from 10am-12pm. 
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