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Big Picture

The 114th Congress is in full swing. For the first time in 6 years, Republicans are in charge of both chambers. Republican leaders are focusing their attention to immigration policies and attempting to repeal the Affordable Care Act. Meanwhile, legislation priorities for Democrats echo much of what President Obama highlighted in his State of the Union speech and recent fiscal year 2016 budget request.

Although there is disagreement between both parties, Congress will need to come together to address the thorny debt limit debate set to expire on April 15, 2015. The fate of the federal debt ceiling is once again in play, setting the stage for another potential showdown between lawmakers and the Administration over spending. Both the Congressional Budget Office (CBO) and the U.S. Treasury Secretary Jack Lew have urged Congress to raise the debt limit immediately. In a letter to Congress, Treasury Secretary Lew has said he is prepared to use “extraordinary measures” to keep the federal government from defaulting this week. With Republicans controlling the House and the Senate, political analysts believe Republicans will likely use the need to raise the borrowing limit as leverage to force President Obama to change his policies in the areas of health care and immigration.  
At this point most of the attention this month has been on funding for the Department of Homeland Security and the recent announcement by Senate Minority Leader Harry Reid (D-NV) stating he will not seek reelection next year. The announcement created a frenzy for people eyeing his seat. Senate Republicans see Nevada as a swing state and a potential seat to pickup. Reid is endorsing Senator Chuck Schumer (D-NY) to succeed him as the next Democratic leader.  

It is no surprise that all eyes are on the upcoming Presidential election. On March 23, Senator Ted Cruz (R-TX) announced his candidacy for President, making him the first presidential candidate to formally announce. The freshman Senator has been widely criticized as too inexperienced to seek a White House run. Other potential candidates like Senators Rand Paul (R-KY) and Marco Rubio (R-FL) are expected to announce their run in the next couple of weeks. 
President’s FY 2016 Budget

On February 2, President Obama released his Fiscal Year (FY) 2016 budget request. The $4 trillion budget proposes to increase funding in a number of core aging programs under the Older Americans Act (OAA), which includes Title IIIB supportive services, Title IIIC meals and an additional $25 million for Elder Justice Initiative activities. The budget requests $467 million for HRSA’s Title VII health professions, a $17 million (-6.7 percent) decrease below the FY 2015 levels, but maintains flat funding for geriatric programs. The budget also eliminates the looming sequestration (automatic across-the-board cuts to discretionary program), which is slated to take effect again this year. 

The budget is unlikely to receive support from Republicans who control both chambers. Speaker John Boehner stated, “it may be Groundhog Day, but the American people can’t afford a repeat of the same old top-down policies of the past.” See how aging programs fared here. 
FY 2016 Appropriations 

On February 26, Kathy Greenlee, Administrator of the Administration for Community Living and Assistant Secretary on Aging, testified before the House Labor-HHS-Education Appropriations Subcommittee hearing on the President’s FY 2016 budget. Greenlee made a case and justified increased funding for Older Americans Act programs. 

Budget

The House Budget Committee released its FY 2016 budget proposal called “A Balanced Budget for a Stronger America.” The budget would cut $5.5 trillion dollars in spending over the next 10 years and balances the budget in nine years. The House blueprint and contains more than $1 trillion in savings from deep cuts to programs like SNAP (food stamps) and calls for a complete repeal of the Affordable Care Act (ACA). The House proposal includes plans to partially privatize Medicare, convert Medicaid into a block grant and eliminate “double dipping” of Disability Insurance (DI) and Unemployment Insurance (UI). 
On March 18, the Senate Budget Committee released their FY 2016 budget proposal that cuts spending by $5.1 trillion and calls for $430 billion in Medicare savings over the next 10 years but does not provide any details on how the savings will be achieved. Similar to the House budget, the Senate proposal calls for a repeal of the ACA. During the budget release, Senate Budget Committee Chairman Mike Enzi (R-WY) stated the budget would give reconciliation instructions to two Senate committees: the Finance and Health to propose $1 billion in savings from the ACA by July 31. Here is a graph on how the President’s and Republican released budgets compare. 
On March 25, House Republicans approved their own FY 2016 budget in a 228-199 vote. The Senate passed its own budget resolution with a 52-46 vote after a marathon of amendments votes known as “vote-a-rama.” Only two Republicans voted against the budget, which include Senators Ted Cruz (R-TX) and Rand Paul (R-KY). Both candidates are eyeing for the Republican presidential ticket. This marks a victory for Republican leaders. The Senate and the House will have to create a conference committee to resolve their budget differences after the Easter recess. 
Medicare’s Sustainable Growth Rate (SGR) Formula 

The House approved legislation with a 392-37 vote that would permanently replace Medicare’s sustainable growth rate formula, known as the “doc fix.” The bipartisan deal was negotiated with the help from House Speaker John Boehner (R, OH-8) and House Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi (D, CA-12). President Obama applauded the bipartisan legislation. Unfortunately, the Senate was not able to address the measure before the “doc fix” expired on March 31. Senate leaders said they would not consider the measure until they return from recess on April 13. The inaction has left Medicare reimbursement claims to doctors around the country in limbo. 
On April 1, the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid (CMS) announced that it would delay processing Medicare reimbursement checks under the 21% payment cut until April 15. CMS also said they would delay enforcing Medicare’s “two-midnight” rule until the end of April. 
White House Conference on Aging 

The White House Conference on Aging (WHCOA) kicked off the first regional forum in Tampa, Florida. The forum brought together older Americans, their families, caregivers and leaders in the aging field to discuss on key issues affecting older Americans. The forum featured panel discussions, speeches, and breakout sessions on how to promote retirement security, how to help older American remain healthy and independent as they age, and how to help prevent financial exploitation and other forms of abuse. The regional forums are being co-sponsored with AARP and co-planned with the Leadership Council of Aging Organizations (LCAO). On March 31, the second regional forum was held in Phoenix, Arizona and the third regional forum was held on April 2 in Seattle, Washington. Watch all rebroadcast videos of the forums here. 

Older Americans Act

The Congressional Budget Office (CBO) estimated that the Older Americans Act (OAA) Reauthorization Act of 2015 (S. 192) would cost $5.8 billion for fiscal years 2016-2018. The authorization for most OAA programs expired in 2011, but programs have continued to receive appropriations each year. Reauthorization of the Act is still pending action by the full Senate. 
Elder Justice Act

On February 13, Representative Peter King (R, NY-2) introduced H.R. 988, a bill to reauthorize the Elder Justice Act. Authorization for the Elder Justice Act expired on October 1, 2014. The bill would reauthorize the Act for 5 years. Currently, the bill has 8 cosponsors including: Representatives Earl Blumenauer (D, OR-03), Steve Cohen (D, TN-09), Lois Frankel (D, FL-22), Alan Grayson (D, FL-09), Michael Honda (D, CA-17), Michelle Lujan Grisham (D, NM-01), Jan Schakowsky (D, IL-09) and Eric Swalwell (D, CA-15).   
Social Security 

On February 11, Acting Commissioner Carolyn Colvin testified before the Senate Budget Committee about the financial status of the Social Security Disability Insurance (DI) Trust Fund. Her testimony asked for the Senate’s support for the President’s FY 2016 budget request. The President’s budget would reallocate .9 percent of pay roll tax revenue from the Old-Age and Survivors (OASI) trust fund to the DI trust fund for 5 years. This move would keep the DI trust fund solvent and pay benefits until 2033.  Read her entire testimony here.  

On March 25, Senators Jeff Flake (R-AZ) and Joe Manchin (D-WV) filed Amendment 667 to the Senate Budget Resolution. Flake Amendment 667 did not come up for a vote during vote-a-rama on the Senate Budget resolution. The budget amendment would cut concurrent Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) and Unemployment Insurance (UI) benefits. Senate Flake (R-AZ) states this would ensure that “individuals do not simultaneously receive unemployment compensation and disability insurance benefits.” There are 75 national organizations that oppose the cuts to SSDI and UI benefits. 
On March 26, Representative John Delany (D, MD) introduced the Social Security Commission Act of 2015 (H.R. 1578). This legislation would establish the Commission on Long-Term Social Security Solvency. Organizations like the National Committee to Preserve Social Security and Medicare expressed opposition for the legislation stating that “limiting the ability of stakeholders to shape the debate would insulate lawmakers from the devastating effect benefit cut proposals would have on retirees, workers with disabilities and survivors.” 
Medicare

The Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) has expanded and strengthened the Five Star Quality Rating System for nursing homes. Consumers and their families can now go on the Nursing Home Compare website to find a comprehensive overview of nursing home quality. CMS rates nursing homes based on three categories: results from onsite inspections by trained surveyors, performance on certain quality measures, and levels of staffing.  

Observation Status

Representative Joe Courtney (D, CT-2) and Senator Sherrod Brown (D-OH) reintroduced the Improving Access to Medicare Coverage Act (S.843/H.R. 1571). The bill would count time spent in observation status toward the 3-day prior inpatient stay that is necessary to qualify for Medicare coverage of skilled nursing care. The Senate bill has support from 3 cosponsors and the House bill 21 cosponsors. 
End-of-Life

The Institute of Medicare (IOM) released a 30-second PSA and website about having a conversation on end-of-life care with friends, family and healthcare providers. The PSA and other advance care planning resources can be found here. 

Caregiving

On March 3, a new congressional caucus called the Assisting Caregivers Today (ACT) was created to focus on needs of caregivers. The bipartisan, bicameral caucus will be co-chaired by Senators Kelly Ayotte (R-NH) and Michael Bennet (D-CO) and Representatives Diane Black (R, TN-6) and Michelle Lujan Grisham (D-NM). “This is not a partisan issue. This is an issue that impacts every single American,” said Senator Ayotte. The ACT Caucus has received support from AARP, the American Heart Care Association, and more than 20 national groups. Watch the ACT caucus launch here. 
Long-term Care Ombudsman Regulation

On February 10, the Administration for Community Living (ACL) issued the long-awaited Long-Term Care (LTC) Ombudsman Final Rule. The final rule specifies implementation for LTC Ombudsman programs across the nation. Since the inception of the LTC Ombudsman programs in the 1970s, regulations have not been created that focused on States’ implementation of the program. The rule will go in effect on July 1, 2016 and addresses the following: 

· Responsibilities of the entities in which LTC Ombudsman programs are housed;

· Responsibilities of key figures in the system;

· Criteria for establishing consistent, person-centered approaches to resolving complaints on behalf of residents

· Appropriate role of LTC Ombudsman programs in resolving abuse complaints; 

· Processes for indentifying and resolving conflicts of interest.  
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