Legislative Update for the week of February 9th
By Buigas, Asztalos and Associates


The legislature was in full swing with a full week of committee meetings dedicated solely to the budget and stimulus.  Legislators held committee meetings during the day and fundraisers in the evening.  They were directed by leadership to comb through the agencies’ budgets, with a fine tooth comb, to identify waste and assess each of the functions as critical to the state’s core mission…and they spent many hours doing just that.  Highlights are:


The Senate Health and Human Services Appropriations committee heard presentations from the Agency for Health Care Administration, the Department of Children and Families, the Department of Health, the Department of Elder Affairs, the Agency for Persons with Disabilities, and the Department of Veterans Affairs.  All agencies reported on their base budget and expressed concern over expected budget cuts and the people and services that will be impacted.  The fact is that the estimates for the upcoming fiscal year are lower that were originally predicted.  For FY 2009-2010 they are looking at an estimated $5 billion deficit.  With all of the monetary numbers seeming to be on the decline, one of the only numbers that seem to be on the rise is the number of recipients receiving assistance from Medicaid.  As of now, there are approximately 2.3 million persons on Medicaid.  That number is expected to be 2.5 million in the next few months; therefore contributing to the numbers in the budget.


The House Health Care Appropriations Committee met on a bit of a different subject than the Senate.  The House committee heard presentations on the hospital Low Income Pool Council (LIP).  The LIP is statutorily created to ensure government support for health care services to Medicaid, the underinsured and uninsured populations of the state. There are 17 members of this council, which are appointed by the Secretary of the Agency for Health Care Administration.  The Council advises AHCA on the distribution of hospital funds used to adjust inpatient hospital rates, rebase rates, or otherwise exempt hospitals from reimbursement limits as financed by intergovernmental transfers. The Low Income Pool consists of a capped annual allotment of $1 billion for each year.  There are talks that some members would like to see this council abolished and there are heavy grassroots efforts to help to do so. Legislators questioned Paul Belcher on the openness and representation on the Council. They also examined how the money is collected and distributed. Rep Brandenburg was distressed to hear that 20 counties contribute to the pool yet money is distributed to hospitals in 37 counties that do not pay in.  Chairman Ambler concluded the discussion by stating the Lip Council issue will be debated extensively this session.

Chairman Ambler, in the House Health Care Appropriations Committee, also questioned Medicaid Chief, Dyke Snipes about AHCA's spending of $1.3 million on nursing home audits. Rep Ambler's believes that AHCA should just require a CPA to sign off on the cost report and that the CPA serve to ensure the nursing home complies with Medicaid rules.

The House Health Senior Committee reviewed the Department of Elder Affairs Base Budget FY for 2009-2010. Representative Adkins raised the point that although the Long Term Care Ombudsman Program was required by mandate; all of the activities were not. Representative Adkins would like the role of the Ombudsman further reviewed and suggested that perhaps computing the time spent by employees in the administrative assessment process and deducting that time out of the budget allocated to the program could be a solution to the issue. Brian Lee the Long Term Care Ombudsman Program responded that those processes are going to be evaluated in a workshop being held on February 26th 2009, and invited Representative Adkins to join.


The budget continues to look bleak. The Appropriations Committees began their work with a $3.3 billion deficit.  Senate Ways and Means chair predicts the deficit may balloon to $6 billion.  House and Senate budget committees spent the week drawing up a budget that assumes there is no new revenue, including cigarette tax, Indian gaming nor Federal Stimulus income. This is a worse case scenario where the budget must be balanced solely with cutting programs.  This will definitely make for an extremely hard session.

Dyke Snipes, the Deputy Secretary for Medicaid was brought forth in front of the committee to reiterate the fact that funding mainly covers women, children and individuals with disabilities.  He was asked by the committee to discuss the flexibility on payment levels in which he said the program can increase/decrease payments with much fluidity. Representatives Renuart and Brandenburg were the most vocal participants in the meeting; both very keen on the idea of cutting dollars on items such as optional eligibility/optional service Medicaid Long term care eligibility/long term service general nursing home care Renuart was particularly adamant about cutting costs here; whereas Brandenburg brought up the issue of the quality of life versus cutting costs, home and community based services. Snipes will speak much more next week when the committee meets again.

Recently Filed Bills of Interest

HB 841  by Representative Pafford 

Relating to Elders and Disabled Adults – 2009

Establishes pilot program in Palm Beach County to provide services to persons with Alzheimer's disease or other dementia-related disorders who are wandering & disoriented; provides purposes of pilot program; requires development of interagency memoranda of understanding; provides sovereign immunity for certain facilities providing specified services; requires report to Legislature; provides for expiration. Effective Date: July 1, 2009
HB 839 By Representative Brandenburg

Relating to Medicaid Managed Care Plans – 2009

Medicaid Managed Care Plans: Requires that entities contracting with AHCA to provide certain health care services continue to offer previously authorized services while prior authorization is processed, pay certain claims, & develop & maintain informal grievance system; requires AHCA to establish formal grievance process. Effective Date: July 1, 2009
HB 95 By Representative Clarke-Reed/ SB 170 By Senator Joyner

Relating to Breast Cancer Treatment – 2009

Breast Cancer Treatment: Designates act as "Mary B. Hooks Act"; includes lymph node dissections under provisions prescribing length of hospital stay relating to mastectomies & outpatient post-surgical follow-up care that specified health insurers & health maintenance organizations must cover. Effective Date: July 1, 2009

HB 131 By Representative Pafford/ SB 152 by Senator Aronberg

Relating to Federal Funding for Home Health Services for Elders – 2009

Federal Funding for Home Health Services for Elders: Urges Congress to support federally funded and state-funded home & community-based services for individuals with disabilities of any age, especially elders. Effective Date: Not Specified

SB 162 By Senator Ring

Relating to Electronic Health Records – 2009

Electronic Health Records [SPSC]; Expands access to a patient's medical records to facilitate the electronic exchange of data between certain health care facilities, practitioners, and providers and attending physicians. Creates the "Florida eHealth Initiative Act." Requires the Agency for Health Care Administration to award and monitor grants to certain health information organizations, etc. EFFECTIVE DATE: Upon becoming law.

Upcoming Events

February 16th – February 20th House and Senate Committee Week

March 3rd – Session Begins

May 1st – last Day of Regularly Scheduled Session

