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By Buigas, Asztalos and Associates
The time has come…the 60 day 2010 session has started!!  Legislators had the opening day on the first Tuesday after the first Monday in March (March 2).  In an uncharacteristic move during opening day ceremonies, the House and Senate passed HB 7033 by Rep. Murzin and sent it to the Governor for his signature before the end of the day.  This bill holds down dramatic increases in unemployment tax rates for businesses over the next two years and takes advantage of the time extension for the State Extended Benefits program by covering up to 8 additional weeks for claimants. It is estimated that 20,000 Floridians would be eligible to receive extended benefits. Committee meetings this week included a budget exercise where agencies proposed a 15% cut to programs in their budgets; and every day this week saw at least one committee examine some type of Medicaid reform.
OPENING REMARKS

Speaker Cretul stated in his opening remarks to the session, “….We will balance our budget with the dollars we have…., not ones that may possibly arrive at some point in the future.  If those dollars do come to us, then we will put them to use.  But we won’t base our budget on a wink and a prayer.  Our budget will be anchored by the realities and uncertainties of the state’s economy as it is today and will be into our near future.  We will hope for the best, prepare for the worst, and live within our means.  One of the major issues in the budget is the issue of reserves…   In these tight financial times, the need for reserves is more important than ever.”  His goal is to plug the $3 billion deficit with budget cuts and no tax or fee increases while amassing $1 billion in reserves.  
 COMMITTEE MEETINGS

· Agency for Health Care Administration staff estimated that there would be $715 million in savings per year if the state followed a Medicaid HMO model for all Medicaid recipients where the state automatically saves 8% from the current fee-for-service rate.  This idea has been presented in all of the committee meetings, primarily advocated by the HMO’s and the HMO association.  

State Agency heads went before the House Health Care Appropriations Committee and the Senate Health and Human Services Committee to provide options for a 15% cut in their budgets. Each Secretary reluctantly provided cut ideas with the disclaimer that these were not the Agency recommendations.  AHCA proposed sweeping trust funds, expanding managed care to Medipass recipients in 19 counties, as well as undefined provider cuts. It reported that Florida received $284 million in Medicare Part D clawback funds from the Federal Government and applied that to the healthcare budget.  
The Department of Elder Affairs presented massive reduction to LTC HCB programs saving $77 million.  Specific cuts include:

· 10% reductions to the CCE program; and
· Elimination of home care for the elderly and several other waivers. 
Secretary Beach said $61million of the savings would be lost because these cuts require moving thousands out of waiver programs of which 40% is estimated will go into more expensive nursing home setting.
AARP Florida has put forth its legislative agenda, calling on the Legislature to enforce collection of unpaid taxes levied on Internet sales.  With respect to healthcare, it advocates an alternative to managed health by creating two medical home pilot projects.  AARP Florida also wants to help older Floridians receive home and community based long-term care services. 

According to AARP, older Floridians not only prefer to receive care in their homes and communities, but also its a relative bargain for taxpayers. Such services can cost as much as one-fifteenth as much as institutional care.  AARP will continue to advocate for adequate funding for appropriate care in institutional settings. 

BILLS OF INTEREST

The regulation of pain clinics in South Florida is a top priority for action this session.  Midweek, the Lieutenant Governor held a press conference on cracking down on “pill mills.”  Several bills have been introduced including:

· HB 1499, by Rep. Marcello Llorente, and SB 2722 by Sen. Mike Fasano to require more physician training;
· HB 225 by Rep John Legg, HB 373 by Rep. Joseph Abruzzo, and SB 646 by Sen. Dave Aronberg, would require that pain clinics be owned by physicians in good standing, prevent convicted felons from opening up shop and restrict the amount of controlled substances that a patient can receive.  HB 225 was approved by the House Health Regulation Committee after extensive discussion and a pledge by the bill sponsor to further refine the bill’s requirement that certain controlled drugs can only be dispensed in 72 hour doses. 
· HB 671 by Rep. Kelly Skidmore and SB 804 by Sen. Dan Gelber would give the Department of Health more oversight in the licensure and oversight of clinics and physicians. 

After contentious debate, the Senate Children, Families and Elder Affairs Committee postponed action on SB 1216 which places Children Services Councils under the authority of county government. The bill requires the county council: approve the CSCs budget annually; approve all land purchases; and have a representative on the CSC board.  The CSC would also be subject to a referendum every eight years. Senator Negron added an amendment to ensure funds can not be taken from the CSC and be used for other purposes. Several CSC members and children advocates from around the state spoke in opposition to the bill expressing fear that money will be taken away and it would add politics into the CSCs.  Senator Negron said the bill is not "fixing a problem" rather it is philosophical that bodies which spend taxpayer money should be directly responsible to elected officials. After objection by Senator Garcia, he offered to exempt Miami- Dade from the bill. Senator Negron pulled the bill from the agenda and offered to work with Senators to address their concerns. He plans to bring the bill back to the committee this session. 

The Committee passed SB 656, which protects personal information from public record requests for Long Term Care Ombudsmen. Senator Rich said the First Amendment Foundation opposes the bill. She said she will vote for the bill but feels the exemption is too broad.

UPCOMING EVENTS

· Weeks 1-4 (March 1-26), House Committees will complete their consideration of legislation; 
· Week 5 in between Passover and Easter (March 29 - April 2), consider the budget, implementing and conforming bills on the House floor.  
· Weeks 6 and 7 (April 5-16), House Councils will complete their consideration of legislation; and
· During week 9, the conference report on the budget will be delivered no later than Tuesday, April 27th in time for a final vote and sine die on Friday, April 30th.
