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There are 3 more committee weeks remaining until the beginning of the 2010 session but themes that will drive this session are becoming clear.  The budget, with a shortfall, that may be as high as $3 billion, dominated all the meetings and will be the driving force behind what bills pass and what will be overlooked as unaffordable.  The Senate President gave a speech prior to the beginning of the Senate Committee on Ways and Means and reiterated that the legislature will not raise taxes but will have to find other ways to help balance the state’s budget (“painful cuts”).  The expanding Medicaid program and its potential explosive growth from Washington’s potential Health Care Reform bill was a very popular topic this week as well.  Ways to help curb Medicaid spending emerged from all corners of the Capitol.  Below is an outline of key points from a week of committee meetings:
MEDICAID FRAUD AND ABUSE
The Senate Health Regulation Committee held a meeting with regulators on the ongoing fraud and abuse epidemic. Chairman Gaetz declared antifraud legislation is a top priority for the Senate President.  Regulators from AHCA, the Department of Health and the Attorney General's Office answered questions about their efforts to control fraud. Chairman Gaetz begged them to ask the Legislature for any additional tools they need. Senator Gaetz also announced that his Committee would hold future committee meetings on Medicaid Reform, specifically focusing on Medical homes models, the role of managed care and supplemental payments to physicians.
BUDGET

Senate President Atwater arranged a meeting of all Senators to hear presentations on the gloomy outlook for the Florida economy. The Senate Ways and Means Committee heard from a series of economists who are anticipating a very slow and unstable recovery in the state's economic future. In opening the meeting, Senator Atwater said that he will not increase any taxes and the state will have to make painful budget reductions.  In summary the message from the economists was:

- Florida is in for a slow gradual recovery taking years with only mild recovery in 2010-2011. So do not look for any infusion of unexpected revenue to help with the upcoming budget; and

- The recovery will be uneven with swings and geographic differences in Florida.  Unemployment will get worse before it gets better.

Amy Baker, the state economist said that the Legislature must address the budget shortfall with recurring money otherwise future budgets will be further strained. She said job preservation and creation along with supporting small business should drive policy.  

MEDICAID REFORMS
Under Speaker Larry Cretul’s direction the House of Representatives have hired an independent group to look at Medicaid in the state of Florida and offer recommendations to curb its costs within the Medicaid program.  The Pacific Health Policy Group has worked with other states in coming up with solutions and made their first presentation yesterday to a Select Committee in the House of Representatives.  Andy Cohen, the group’s director, stated that the trend seems to be a push towards putting the Medicaid population in to HMOs and home care.  Legislators in Florida seem to be reluctant to this idea mainly because of the 5 counties we currently have in Medicaid Reform have not seen a cost savings that was anticipated with the move.  Mr. Cohen did state that it is possible to change the entire landscape of health care in Florida and he will be analyzing our Medicaid model and also looking at the success that has been achieved in California and New York with their Medicaid populations in managed care entities.  Legislators stated that with unemployment numbers continuing to rise and the possibility of the expansion of Medicaid, it is absolutely imperative that the legislature find a way to help ease the state’s fiscal burden of the current Medicaid model.
On the Senate side, the Health and Human Services Appropriations Committee spent an entire day reviewing the healthcare budget and listening to groups propose ways to reform Medicaid.  The Florida Association of Health Plans proposed big savings by moving all Medicaid recipients into managed care.  American Eldercare claimed Medicaid could move 1/3 of the nursing home residents out into assisted living or other home and community based services via a massive expansion of the Nursing Home Diversion Program.  Both plans were met with skepticism after Senators probed their claims.  Florida Health Care Association proposed a balanced approach that recognized the roles of all sectors of the continuum.  The committee will continue the discussion when it reconvenes the first week in February.  
MEDICAL HOMES
Representative Homan continued to workshop his Medical Homes bill in the House Health and Family Services Policy Council on Thursday.  Task force recommendations and the bill itself seem to be very much similar on the main points.  The bill proposes that the program start as a pilot in certain area (s) in the state and will follow the 3 tiered model that is recommended by the NCQA.  There will be enhanced payments for participating in the pilot and networks of providers will be community-based and community developed.  The bill and the task force also recommend strong reporting comparing it to other delivery systems.  There are some minor changes that will be addressed in the future with amendments but overall the feedback from legislators and community members was positive.  Provider groups are advocating medical home type models to managed care models being proposed for the Medicaid population.
BILLS OF INTEREST
HB 091 Relating to Adult Protective Services by Representative Wood was heard in the House Elder and Family Services Policy Committee this week.  This bill revises legislative intent with respect to adult protective services, provides for care & protection of all vulnerable adults and provides for certain suspected abuse cases to be transferred to local county sheriff’s office.  It also provides for DCFS to file petition to determine incapacity & guardianship.  This bill passed unanimously in the first of 4 committee stops.
UPCOMING EVENTS

February 1-5, 2010 Committee Week 

February 8-12, 2010 (Appropriations only)

February 15-19, 2010 Committee Week

March 2nd, 2010 First Day of Regular Legislative Session

April 30th 2010 Last Day of Regular Session
