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The Headlines: 

• Sacred Cows and Sacrificial Lambs 
• HRSA Unveils Latest Workforce Database 
• Research bills Starting to Proliferate 

Sacred Cows and Sacrificial Lambs 

Though partisan bickering has kept 
Congress from getting much done 
this year, there is more than a 
glimmer of hope that the post-
election lame duck session will be the 
setting for passage of an omnibus 
appropriations bill.  

Some of the impetus for finishing 
work on appropriations comes from a 
Congressional Budget Office report 
issued in early October showing that 
the federal deficit for the fiscal year  

 

just ended is 29 percent lower than 
2013 and the lowest since 2008. 

Another sign that Congress could 
wrap up funding decisions before 
year’s end comes on the political 
front. Tradition holds that the sixth 
year of a presidency usually results in 
an increase in congressional seats for 
the opposing party. And this year 
seems to be no different, with 
Republicans projected to widen their 
majority in the House and probably 
take control of the Senate. 

GOP leaders have already said that if 
they captured control of Congress, 



they’d prefer to clear up all spending 
legislation this year—but they only 
have about a month to do it. 

Just before leaving Washington to 
campaign, lawmakers passed a 
continuing resolution (CR) to keep 
government programs operating 
through December 11. The lame duck 
session will begin November 12, 
giving them just enough time to finish 
work on appropriations bills. Indeed, 
staff has been meeting for the past 
several weeks in an attempt to 
informally resolve spending 
differences between the House and 
Senate. And by all accounts, those 
negotiations are nearly complete—
with one glaring exception. 

If lawmakers hope to resolve their 
differences over the Labor-HHS-
Education spending bill they would 
have to overcome pronounced 
differences over domestic funding 
priorities, including support for the 
Affordable Care Act and funds to 
address the unaccompanied 
immigrant children crisis. Also at 
issue is how much to spend on the 
federal response to the Ebola 
outbreak. 

A draft Senate bill proposes $3 billion 
for ACA and $1.94 billion to shelter 
unaccompanied immigrant children. 
The House, for its part, declined to 
even release a draft proposal, 
knowing it would draw a partisan 
fight before the midterm elections. 

For the time being, the most likely 
scenario has Congress passing most 
of the government’s 12 
appropriations bills, but leaving a 
few—including Labor-HHS-
Education—on a CR until early 2015 
or perhaps for the remainder of the 
fiscal year. 

HRSA Unveils Latest Health 
Workforce Database 

On October 28, the National Center 
for Health Workforce Analysis hosted 
a webinar on the Area Health 
Resources Files (AHRF). The event, 
which was presented by Quality 
Resources Systems, Inc., the AHRF 
contractor, provided information 
about the newly released 2013-2014 
AHRF.  

The AHRF is a free health workforce 
and resources database that has 
been used by researchers, health 
policy analysts, students, and the 



general public for more than two 
decades. It compiles data from over 
50 data sources and has over 6,000 
variables, including historical and 
current data for over 30 health 
professions. 

For the second year in a row, the 
AHRF not only includes data at the 
county-level, but state and national-
level data has also been provided 
with each annual release.  

This webinar reviewed the AHRF data 
files that are available (ASCII and 
Access files), along with step-by-step 
instructions on how to use AHRF’s 
web-based tools– County and State 
Health Resources Comparison Tool 
(HRCT) and Mapping Tool. 

The webinar highlighted changes to 
systems and programs which 
disseminate health informatics and 
data across a wide range of issues 
and categories.  The AHRF system 
uses over fifty sources annually and is 
composed of three downloadable 
files and two web-based tools.  Data 
categories include: codes and 
classifications, health professions, 
health professions training, health 

facilities, utilization, expenditures, 
population, and environment. 

The most comprehensive new 
information and tools in the AHRF 
system include updated national, 
state, and county files and programs 
which allow users to have access to 
customized county groupings, state 
comparisons, and mapping programs.  
Additional data includes information 
about veterans, Medicare payment 
rates based on ACA ratings, Medicare 
FFS utilization and costs, measures of 
persistent and deep poverty, and 
information regarding health 
insurance coverage relative to 
income, poverty, and age. 

Downloadable files include the 
aforementioned state, national, and 
county documentation and 
opportunities to conduct user-
friendly, large-scale data analysis.   

These files allow users to sort and 
export files to different formats in 
addition to selecting and limiting data 
based on present needs.  Queries can 
be saved from the downloadable files 
so users can easily leave and return 
to research.  Web-based tools include 
county and state comparison 



resources on health status and also 
offer significant user flexibility.  

The AHRF system has been used in 
research found in many respected 
journals, including the Journal of 
American Medical Informatics 
Association, Health Affairs, and the 
Journal of General Internal Medicine.  
To learn more, please see 
www.ahrf.hrsa.gov. 

Research Bills Starting to Proliferate 

Following more than a decade of flat 
to shrinking funding for the National 
Institutes of Health, the Agency for 
Healthcare Research and Quality, and 
other health-related research 
agencies, a number of members of 
Congress have begun to turn their 
attention to legislative solutions 
somewhat outside the appropriations 
process to increase research funding.  
Three bills in particular have garnered 
some attention: 

First, Senator Richard Durbin (D-IL) 
and 12 cosponsors have introduced 
the American Cures Act (S.2115).  
This bill would establish a Biomedical 
Research Fund, with funds to be 
transferred to NIH, CDC, DOD Health, 
and VA Research to maintain a steady 
5 percent increase in funding each 
year.  The fund would be exempted 
from sequestration. 

Second, Senator Tom Harkin (D-IA) 
and three cosponsors have 
introduced the Accelerating 
Biomedical Research Act (s.2658).  
This bill would amend the laws that 
created budget caps on discretionary 
spending to exempt increases in 
funding for NIH from the caps for the 
period from FY2015 to FY2021 (the 
last year in which the caps are in 
effect). 

Finally, Senators Elizabeth Warren (D-
MA) and Orrin Hatch (R-UT) are 
reportedly working on a bipartisan 
bill called the INVEST for a Healthy 
Future Act.  There is no bill number as 
yet.  The bill would establish a 
“Science Fund” with the amounts 
contained therein to be distributed to 
NIH, the Biomedical Advanced 
Research and Development 
Authority, CDC, FDA regulatory 
science, and AHRQ.  Any funds 
distributed would be only above 
appropriations for the preceding year 
and would be exempt from the 
budget caps.  The source of the 
money for the Fund is not described 
in the latest drafts of the legislation. 
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