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Quick Take on Major Issues:

The cost of Medicare Advantage is under fire at MedPAC. There were some heated
words at the Medicare Payment Advisory Commission meeting late last week. Congress’
Medicare advisors questioned the value of the $83 billion MORE spent on MA than on
traditional Medicare — that’s $2,500 more for each MA enrollee. MedPAC analysts said
they don’t know much about how MA plans spend on each type of supplemental benefit,
or which enrollees use each benefit...so, “it is difficult to assess the potential value of the
benefits to MA enrollees...” Click here for the presentation slide deck. Click here for a
media report.

o Additionally, several MedPAC commissioners are calling for major reforms to
how brokers enroll beneficiaries so that there is no preferential treatment for MA
vs. traditional enrollees. Click here for a report.

Another DEA extension on telehealth and controlled substances. A new rule pending
before the White House Office of Management and Budget suggests the Drug
Enforcement Administration plans to temporarily extend - for a third time - pandemic
flexibilities that have enabled greater telemedicine access to prescriptions of certain
controlled substances. The rule titled was received by the OMB on Thursday and is not
yet available for public review. Last week several lawmakers wrote a letter asking DEA
to extend telemedicine flexibilities for buprenorphine, which is used to treat opioid use
disorder. The rule also comes as a new CDC study (click here) suggests the benefits of
virtual prescriptions of controlled substances to treat ADHD outweigh risks.

HHS announces actions on IV fluid and other supplies. As hospitals across the
country continue to scramble for IV fluids and other supplies impacted by hurricanes
Helene and Milton, HHS announced late Friday actions it has taken to ease the impact.
This includes a dozen different actions. Click here for the updated fact sheet from HHS.

o For more on the status of the Daytona Beach production site, click here.

o For more on Baxter purchasing, click here.

o For the FDA actions, click here.

Another big lawsuit against mandatory staffing requirements. Twenty states and 16
Leading Age associations filed a lawsuit in an lowa district court last Tuesday in a bid to
overturn CMS’ nurse staffing final rule, alleging the rule exceeds the agency’s authority
and will negatively impact the nursing home industry and residents. The suit comes after
Texas and several nursing home groups filed a similar case in a Texas district court this
summer. In the lawsuit (click here) the plaintiffs, led by lowa, South Carolina and
Kansas, argue the rule is unlawful, alleging it violates congressionally established nurse
staffing requirements from over 40 years ago. The plaintiffs also allege the rule is too
expensive, citing an outside study that claims the rule will cost nursing homes about $6.8
billion per year.


https://www.medpac.gov/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/MA-supp-benefits-MedPAC-Oct-2024-SEC.pdf
https://www.medpagetoday.com/publichealthpolicy/medicare/112366
https://www.medpagetoday.com/publichealthpolicy/medicare/112370
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/73/wr/pdfs/mm7340a1-H.pdf
https://www.hhs.gov/about/news/2024/10/11/fact-sheet-biden-harris-administration-takes-action-ensure-americans-can-access-medical-supplies-following-hurricanes-helene-milton.html
https://apnews.com/article/hurricane-milton-iv-fluid-supplies-381caf525b556166e7e82fee5826f92c
https://www.baxter.com/baxter-newsroom/hurricane-helene-updates
https://www.fda.gov/drugs/updates-2024-hurricane-season/hurricane-helene-baxters-manufacturing-recovery-north-carolina
https://litigationtracker.law.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/State-of-Kansas_2024.10.08_COMPLAINT.pdf

e MA plans’ struggle with Star Ratings. With billions of dollars of bonus payments on
the line, Medicare’s Star Ratings program generates considerable attention among the
plans, on Wall Street and elsewhere. The 2025 ratings were formally announced last week
(click here). There was an overall drop — 4" year in a row — of 2% compared with 2024
among plans will four or more stars. Lawsuits from several plans have been filed. Click
here for a very good summary report.

e Another jarring report about Steward Health Care. This time, the Boston Globe
investigation focused on the bankrupt health system and the real estate firm that supplied
the billions of dollars to make it all happen. Click here.

Study: Community Health Centers Use 340B Savings for Safety Net Care

Research suggests that Federally Qualified Health Centers utilize their 340B savings for low-
profit but high-value preventive services and care to safety net populations (those who lack
insurance, have a low income, or require enabling services). Federally supported clinics make up
28 percent of all covered entities, with FQHCs comprising the largest portion of those clinics.
The study, supported by a grant from Arnold Ventures, showed that FQHCs were similar to
public hospitals in their safety net services such as tobacco cessation counseling and HIV tests.
To view the study, click here.

CBO: Medicare Coverage for Anti-Obesity Medications Would Cost $35B

A Congressional Budget Office report on the budgetary implications of the proposal for
Medicare to cover anti-obesity medications (AOMs) starting in January 2026 shows that
Medicare beneficiaries who are overweight or obese face worse health outcomes and higher
healthcare costs compared to those with a healthy weight. Currently, Medicare covers obesity-
related services but not weight management medications. If the policy is enacted, it could
increase federal spending by an estimated $35 billion from 2026 to 2034, with the total direct
costs rising from $1.6 billion to $7.1 billion over that period. Approximately 12.5 million
Medicare beneficiaries would qualify for AOMs under the policy, but only a small percentage are
expected to use them. Click here to read the full report.

Uninsured ER Visits Surge After End of Medicaid Continuous Enrollment

A new study published on Epic Research reports a significant increase in uninsured emergency
room Vvisits, particularly among children since the end of Medicaid continuous enrollment.
Following the rollback of a pandemic-era program that extended Medicaid coverage, self-pay
emergency visits across all age groups have risen, with a 60 percent spike for children under 18.
Click here to read the full report.

Analysis: How PBMs Skirt the Law to the Detriment of Patients

For the past few years, Congress has debated ways to regulate with little to no success in the
endeavor. Many think we are getting closer meanwhile, PBMs, insurers, and chain pharmacies
consolidate “to squeeze as much money out of patients as possible,” according to a new blog
post on Substack. The author reviews actual costs vs. reported costs along with premium rates,
rebates, and profits. It is an interesting read as to how the system works. To read the blog, click
here.


https://www.cms.gov/newsroom/fact-sheets/2025-medicare-advantage-and-part-d-star-ratings
https://www.healthcaredive.com/news/medicare-advantage-star-ratings-2025-cms/729600/
https://strategichealthcare.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/House-of-cards.pdf
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama-health-forum/fullarticle/2824253
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/60816#_idTextAnchor000
https://epicresearchblob.blob.core.windows.net/cms-uploads/pdfs/uninsured-emergency-visits-on-the-rise-since-the-end-of-medicaid-continuous-enrollment.pdf
https://healthcareuncovered.substack.com/p/legalized-racketeering-how-pbms-skirt?utm_source=post-email-title&publication_id=255152&post_id=149920492&utm_campaign=email-post-title&isFreemail=false&r=10omjw&triedRedirect=true&utm_medium=email

Upcoming CMS Webinars to Review New Hospital Price Transparency Requirements

Two upcoming webinars will help hospitals navigate the latest price transparency regulations. On
October 15, the Rural Health Information Hub will host a session at 12:00 pm ET covering
policy updates and enforcement actions for hospital price transparency, effective through January
2025. On October 21, at 1:00 pm ET, CMS will hold a webinar to review the new data elements
hospitals must include in machine-readable files starting January 1, 2025. Both webinars are free.
Click here to register for the October 15% webinar on the Rural Health Information Hub. Click
here to register for the October 215 webinar on the new MRF requirements.

KFF Survey: Employer Health Benefits See Rising Premiums and More Coverage Options
The 26th annual Employer Health Benefits Survey from KFF shows key trends in employer-
sponsored health coverage. This year’s survey, which included responses from 2,142 interviews
with non-federal public and private firms, found that annual premiums for family health
coverage have risen to $25,572, marking a 7 percent increase. Employees contributed an average
of $6,296 towards this cost, with the average deductible for single coverage set at $1,787. To
read the full report, click here.

CDC: U.S. Sees Decline in Overdose Deaths But Experts Urge Caution

Overdose deaths in the U.S. have dropped by 10 percent over a 12-month period ending in April
2024, according to preliminary CDC data. The decline is attributed to expanded access to
naloxone, increased addiction treatment, and efforts to curb the flow of illicit fentanyl. However,
experts warn that the death toll remains high, with over 100,000 fatalities in the past year, and
caution that the downward trend may be temporary. Regional differences persist, with overdose
deaths decreasing in some states while rising in others. Click here to access the CDC data.

House Telehealth Bill Includes Diabetes Prevention

Within bipartisan telehealth legislation that passed the House Energy and Commerce Committee
late last month is the Prevent Diabetes Act, that would expand Medicare coverage for virtual
diabetes prevention programs. If enacted, virtual care would be a permanent option for the
Medicare Diabetes Prevention Program. The program promotes health behavior change to help
prevent type 2 diabetes in patients. For the Telehealth bill, click here, and for the Prevent
Diabetes Act, click here.

CDC Report Links Adverse Childhood Experiences to High Rates of Suicide in Teens

A new CDC report shows significant impact of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) on
adolescent health, revealing that preventing ACEs could reduce suicide attempts by 89 percent,
prescription pain medication misuse by 84 percent, and feelings of sadness or hopelessness by 66
percent. The data highlights the critical role of early intervention in improving teen mental
health. The report also points to higher suicide rates in rural areas, where rates have increased by
46 percent between 2000 and 2020, compared to 27.3 percent in urban regions, further
emphasizing the need for targeted prevention efforts. Click here to access the CDC report and
data.

Senators Bill Would Curtail Private Equity in Health Care
Sens. Elizabeth Warren (D-MA),Tammy Baldwin (D-WI), Jeff Merkley (D-OR), Bernie Sanders
(I-VT), Tina Smith (D-MN), and Ed Markey (D-MA) along with a number of Democratic House


https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/webinars/hospital-price-transparency-part-2
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https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/73/su/su7304a5.htm

Members led by Rep. Mark Pocan (D-WI) reintroduced the Stop Wall Street Looting Act that
would rein in private equity’s role in health care and is designed to prevent a repeat of Steward
Health’s bankruptcy. The bill would increase the financial and legal liability for private equity
firms and the companies they own as well as limit how much money firms are able to extract
from portfolio companies. The legislation would also look to increase transparency regarding the
firms’ assets and funds. To view the legislation, click here, for the section-by-section, click here,
and for the economic analysis, click here.

Medical Tourism on the Rise as Americans Seek Affordable Health Screenings Abroad

A growing number of Americans are turning to medical tourism, combining vacation getaways
with affordable health screenings in countries like Thailand, Mexico, and Turkey. These travelers
often save up to 90 percent on procedures such as MRIs and full-body scans compared to U.S.
prices. While the American Medical Association advises caution, accredited international
facilities offer packages that include comprehensive checkups alongside vacation amenities,
fueling the popularity of this emerging trend. Click here for more from the Business Insider.

Administration Awards Nearly $19 Million to Improve Maternal Health in 15 States
HRSA has awarded nearly $19 million to 15 states to support innovative strategies aimed at
addressing the maternal health crisis. The funding will help states develop and implement
programs tailored to their specific needs. These initiatives will focus on reducing maternal
mortality, enhancing health care access, and supporting community-driven solutions, especially
in underserved areas. Click here for more from HRSA.
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