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Comity Collapse 
 
Things were going so well. It had been 20 years since Congress finished its work 

on appropriations on time. But congressional leaders vowed earlier this year that 

they would end that curse. By mid-April, the Senate appropriations committee 

passed four of the 12 appropriations bills required to keep the government 

running when the new fiscal year begins October 1. Senate majority leader 

announced that he would devote 12 weeks of Senate floor time to debating 

appropriations bills. Then, on April 25, the full Senate began floor debate on the 

first of those spending measures—the $37.5 billion Energy and Water 

appropriations bill. But soon after debate began, Senator Tom Cotton (R-AR) 

introduced a surprise amendment related to the Iran nuclear deal that infuriated 

his Democrat colleagues and prompted a veto threat from the president, dashing 

hopes for speedy passage of the legislation and likely signaling a return to the 

dysfunction that has plagued Congress for the past several years.  



Up until that point, betting was that the Labor-HHS spending bill that funds 

medical and health services research, workforce training and CMS would likely be 

passed by the Senate by mid-June. But unless senators can hammer out a 

compromise on amendments like Senator Cotton’s, Congress could be paralyzed 

until much later this year. 

Meanwhile, the House is grappling with a different set of problems.  

The bipartisan budget agreement reached last October set a topline spending 

limit of $1.07 trillion for the upcoming fiscal year, including $551 billion for 

defense and $518.5 billion for nondefense programs. Earlier this year, however, 

House conservatives called on their colleagues to disregard the deal and come up 

with another spending plan that included more budget cuts. House leaders, 

including Speaker Paul Ryan (R-WI), warned that reneging on the original deal was 

a sure-fire way to any chance of passing appropriations bills.  

Unless the House finds a way out of the current stalemate, House rules say that 

no spending bills can be debated until after May 15.  

SGIMer to Lead AHRQ 

HHS Secretary Burwell has announced that Dr. Andrew Bindman, an SGIM 
member, will join the Department as the Director for the Agency for Healthcare 
Research and Quality (AHRQ), effective on May 2. Below is an excerpt of Secretary 
Burwell's announcement. 

“Dr. Bindman is a primary care physician with federal and state health 
policy experience who has practiced, taught, and conducted health services 
research at San Francisco General Hospital, an urban safety-net hospital, 
for almost 30 years. He recently served as Professor of Medicine and 
Epidemiology & Biostatistics and affiliated faculty member within the Philip 
R. Lee-Institute for Health Policy Studies at the University of California, San 
Francisco (UCSF). Dr. Bindman has led the development of a nationally 
recognized academic division focused on improving the care of vulnerable 
populations and a state-university partnership with California’s Medicaid 
program that promotes translating research into policy.  Dr. Bindman 
knows the Department well, over the years he has been an AHRQ grantee, 



served on AHRQ’s Health Care Research Training Study Section and served 
as a senior advisor in ASPE and CMS respectively. 

“As AHRQ Director, Dr. Bindman will drive the Agency’s three core missions 
of producing research and evidence to improve the quality and safety of 
health care and the functioning of the health care system, producing tools 
and training materials to make sure that evidence is understood and used, 
and investing in data and measures used by providers, patients, and policy 
makers.     

“I also want to express my appreciation to Sharon Arnold, who has ably 
carried out the responsibilities of the Acting Director since March 2016.  

“Please join me in thanking Sharon for her leadership and congratulating 
Andy on his new position.” 

CMS Released MACRA Proposed Rule 

Congress passed the Medicare Access and CHIP Reauthorization Act (MACRA) 

replacing the SGR last spring, a move that united the physician community.  The 

legislation created two pathways for physician reimbursement: the Merit-Based 

Incentive Payment System (MIPS), a consolidation of the existing quality reporting 

programs, and Alternative Payment Models (APMs).  Yet, the devil would be in 

the details of the law’s implementation. 

 After a year, we finally have sense of what those details are.  The Centers for 

Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) released the long awaited proposed rule 

that outlines the requirements for these two payment tracks.   

While many are still digesting the 962 page regulation, initial reactions have been 

positive.  Many in the physician community, including the American Medical 

Association (AMA), feel that CMS listened to much of the input that they provided 

to the agency since MACRA’s passage. 

Most notably, the proposed rule addresses many of the concerns physicians have 

about the Meaningful Use program.   Under MIPS, success in this area will no 

longer be an all or nothing proposition.  Initial reaction is that the quality 



reporting requirements are much less burdensome overall under MIPS than the 

existing quality reporting programs. 

CMS is accepting comments on the proposed rule until June 26.   
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