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This week was a very busy week in the Legislature.  Not only were committees meeting to discuss their typical committee week agendas and hearing presentations on how the proposed stimulus bill would affect the state of Florida, but this was all happening with the House electing a new Speaker.  With all of the many changes this year, Representative Larry Cretul, Republican from Ocala, has been named the new Speaker of the House.  His election should be sealed on the first day of session, March 3rd, 2009. 

One item that is apparent is a lack of legislative objectives for this legislature that is not budget driven.  The budget overshadows all decisions.  Bills with a fiscal impact do not look viable.  The Legislature is focused on budget cutting, scaling back regulations to assist business in this economic downturn and to some revenue options.  This overall philosophy also transcends into healthcare policy.  Budget discussion is interwoven into any and all healthcare policy discussions.


The House Healthy Seniors Appropriation Committee met to discuss the Department of Elder Affairs budget. The bulk of this budget is the Home and Community Services.  These services account for 91% of the base budget.  Home and Community Based Services allows elder to remain in their homes and prevents or delays pre-mature nursing home placement and is considered to be more cost effective than institutional care.  This care includes congregate meals and in-home care.  Secretary Doug Beach announced that the home and community based programs are now open to new applicants and will be providing services to people on the waiting lists.  The committee also discussed the role of the Ombudsman.  Their concern is that the Ombudsman might be doing extra survey work that they are not trained for and therefore causing less efficiency due to the fact that other government entities are already performing those survey duties within the nursing homes.  The committee agreed that this issue is something that should be looked at again and to hopefully end the unnecessary and inefficient work that is being done by multiple entities.  


The Health and Family Services Policy Council also met this week, chaired by Representative Homan, who is a doctor.  Over half of the members have a health care background in some way and will be able to contribute to the agenda of the committee.  Rep. Homan noted that obesity is a growing epidemic and that we need to work hard to help combat it, especially with our younger generations.  He also said that he would like the state of Florida to follow some other states and have the caloric intake reported on a menu so that you know what you are eating and will be able to make a more informed decision.

Dyke Snipes, Deputy Secretary for Medicaid for the Agency for Health Care Administration, presented a basic Medicaid introduction.  Since Medicaid is such a big budget issue in the state and is complex, he just gave a brief overview on the structure of the system.  He noted that there are approximately 2.3 million people on Medicaid every month.  Medicaid serves the most vulnerable in Florida and does not cover all low- income individuals. The Medicaid program in Florida varies from every state…no two states are alike with their Medicaid.  The estimated spending for FY 08-09 is $15.7 billion; which makes Florida the 5th largest nationwide in Medicaid expenditures and 4th largest Medicaid population in the nation.    


Representative Patronis is the chair of the House Health Care Regulation Policy Committee, which is the sister committee to the House Health Care Appropriations Committee.  It was basically an introductory meeting and the Agency for Health Care Administration and the Department of Health both gave brief presentations.  Tom Arnold filled in for Secretary Holly Benson on behalf of AHCA.  His presentation included a detailed chart of the breakdown of the organizational structure at the Agency for Health Care Administration.  Dr. Ana Viamonte Ros, the Florida State Surgeon General, gave a brief overview of the focus of the Department of Health.  The challenges for the state are health disparities, access to health care and an adequate provider workforce.  She noted that even with these challenges, the state has had health care success with disease prevention, health campaigns, and their research and data collection.


The Department of Elder Affairs and the Agency for Health Care Administration presented overviews of their Departments and Program in the Elder and Family Services Policy Council. Representatives inquired about specific details and processes of the programs detailed. The DOEA illustrated their hopes of expanding the Alzheimer's Disease Waiver to encompass a broader service area, as well as potentially decreasing the age limit from 75yrs old to 65yrs old for admittance into the Adult Day Health Care Waiver. 


Senator Peaden’s Health and Human Services Appropriations committee heard presentations on the expected benefit of the President’s stimulus plan to the state from both the House version and the Senate version.  Both proposals will increase the Federal Medical Assistance Percentage (FMAP) and therefore allow the state to contribute less to the Medicaid program due to a bigger share by the federal government.  This increase will be for a 3-year period.  

Alan Strowd, Bureau Chief of Medicaid Contract Management, gave an update on the transition of the fiscal agent for AHCA.  They have recently switched from ACS to EDS and the transition has not been smooth.  Mr. Strowd thinks that things will be a lot better by the summer but the Senators were not happy with that answer.  They explained that they are receiving calls on a daily basis and it is affecting people and their businesses and some businesses have taken out loans to make payroll or have had to close their doors due to the inefficient transition to the EDS system.  


Most of the health care committee meetings had the same agenda and heard the same presentations throughout the week.  The legislators are definitely looking forward to seeing Florida receive their share of the stimulus package and helping to relieve some of the horrible economic failures that our families are dealing with.  
Bills of Interest Introduced for the 2009 Session:

HB 745 by Representative Ford/ SB 1238 by Senator Altman

Relating to Prepaid Services for Parents of Children with Developmental Disabilities – 2009

Creates Prepaid Services for Parents of Children with Developmental Disabilities Study Group to evaluate creation of prepaid service plan for children with disabilities; provides for membership; provides for organizational support; provides for duties of study group; provides for per diem & travel expenses for members; requires study group to present final report to Legislature

SB 1270 by Senator Storms

Relating to Nursing Home Facilities/Liability Insurance – 2009

Provides that nursing home general and professional liability insurance policies containing provisions that allow defense costs in policy limits are insufficient to fulfill requirements of state law. 
SB 556 by Senator Gaetz/ HB 285 by Representative Patronis

Relating to Medicaid Program/Low-Income Pool Plan – 2009

Medicaid Program/Low-Income Pool Plan [WPSC]; Requires the Agency for Health Care Administration to make and submit recommendations to the Governor and the Legislature regarding the financing of and distribution of funds for the low-income pool plan and the disproportionate share program. Abolishes the Medicaid Low-Income Pool Council. 

SB 260 by Senator Wise/ HB 589 by Representative Schwartz

Relating to Alzheimer's Disease – 2009

Directs the Department of Elderly Affairs to develop and implement a public education program relating to screening for Alzheimer's disease. Requires grant recipients to submit an evaluation of certain activities to the department. Authorizes the department to provide technical support. Requires an annual report to the Legislature. Requires the department to conduct or support a study on memory-impairment screening, etc.

SB 242 by Senator Ring/ HB 089 by Representative Precourt

 Relating to Autism Spectrum Disorder Screening/Minors – 2009

Requires that a physician refer a minor to an appropriate specialist for screening for autism spectrum disorder under certain circumstances. Defines the terms "appropriate specialist" and "neuropsychologist."

Upcoming Legislative Events:

February 9th -13th House and Senate Committee Meetings

February 16th -20th House and Senate Appropriations Committee Meetings

March 3rd First Day of Session

May 1st Las Day of Regularly Scheduled Session

