Tillis: Rural Hospital Fix Could Be Opening
For Potential Bipartisan Health Deal
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(Inside Health Policy)

One GOP senator says providing additional structural relief to help rural hospitals hurt by the Medicaid
cuts in the massive spending bill signed into law earlier this month could help Republicans open the door
to a bipartisan health deal this fall that potentially could include some form of Democrats’ requested

extension of the Affordable Care Act’s expiring tax credits.

GOP senators created a $50 billion rural hospital fund to counteract losses rural hospitals could face due
to the provider tax phase down also included in the reconciliation package, but several GOP senators say
more relief is needed. The $50 billion fund will operate from fiscal 2026 to 2030. Fifty percent of payments
from the fund will be evenly distributed among states with approved applications, with the remainder
allocated based on rural population data, facility characteristics and hospital metrics. States can use
funds to support health care providers, bolster the rural workforce, improve infrastructure and implement

broader system reforms.

Senators initially proposed a $25 billion fund, but the amount was doubled in the final text of the bill.
Sen. Thom Tillis (R-NC) told Inside Health Policy while he thinks the current fund is not sufficient
to counteract Medicaid cuts included in the reconciliation bill, he thinks lawmakers should also
focus on the “root cause” of why the fund is needed in the first place.

“It looks like people are trying to throw money at it versus looking at the structural challenges that may

actually fix that and ultimately even reduce the cost of it,” Tillis said.

“Count me in to be one of the first to come up and help,” Tillis said of finding another solution.
Tillis suggested such a solution could be a bargaining piece in a potential fall bipartisan health

package.

“Maybe that’s the sort of fertile ground that we could have a bipartisan agreement (on) if the Democrats

will agree to fix this problem,” Tillis said.

Tillis also told /HP he would support some kind of extension for ACA tax credits expiring at the

end of the year.



“I don't know if | agree with the exact program design now, but | think the substance needs to be there
because you've already got some of the Medicaid expansion population in the works based on the bill that
was passed a few weeks ago,” Tillis said. “And then if you take this out, | think Republicans are making
an unwise choice to have a really bad message to deliver people that are on the bubble in terms of

having access to health care.”

Some GOP senators are also concerned about rural hospitals’ ability to understand and access
the Rural Health Transformation Program included in the massive spending bill signed into law earlier

this month.

Sen. Jim Justice (R-WV) believes it will take a couple of weeks for hospitals in his state to fully

understand how the fund works.

“I think it’s fair to say that everybody’s struggling with the understanding and how it all goes together right
now, but to say that that’s going to be there for very long, no,” Justice told Inside Health
Policy Wednesday (July 23).

“This is why the agencies need to move quickly, and the process needs to be as streamlined as possible,”

Sen. Josh Hawley (R-MO) said when /HP mentioned Justice’s comments.

Justice told /HP he plans to talk to constituents about the details of the rural hospital fund during the

August congressional recess.

Hawley told /HP the Trump administration needs to release a rule to govern the rural fund program and

says he hopes the rule is released soon.

“We've got to make sure they get this right, and they need to do it soon,” Hawley said.

Tillis echoed Hawley’s thoughts on rulemaking.

“We’re going to have to make sure that it’s fair (and) evenly distributed,” Tillis said.

Hawley also believes the fund should be expanded further.

“We ought to double the size of that,” Hawley told /HP.
Last week, Hawley introduced a bill [/[node/149546] that would, among other policies, add $10 billion to
the rural hospital stabilization fund annually from 2031 to 2035. This would bring total funding to $100

billion over 10 years. -- Sigi Ris (sris@iwpnews.com)






