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 Social Programs in the Crosshairs…Again 

 Senators Question Need for More Workforce Programs 
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 HHS Released Physician Payment Data 

 

Social Programs in the 
Crosshairs…Again 

After a delayed start, the 

congressional appropriations process 

has begun to move on multiple 

fronts. And early indications are that 

public health and education 

programs may be squeezed.  

The first sign that the House was 

ready to begin debating fiscal year 

2015 spending bills came when 

Republican leaders last week 

announced their decision to adhere 

to the spending limits set in last 

December’s budget deal, rather than 

those in the so-called Ryan budget 

the House passed earlier this year.  

Why the change of heart? If the 

House had used the Ryan budget as a 

marker that would have forced lower 

limits on transportation spending, 



making it harder for lawmakers to 

replenish the Highway Trust Fund. 

(Last December’s budget agreement 

does not require transportation 

funding to be offset by cuts to other 

government programs.) 

Budget committee chairwoman Patty 

Murray (D-WA) had already made it 

clear that the Senate had no 

intention of breaking with the 

December budget deal. 

With overall spending limits now in 

place, the House debated and passed 

two relatively noncontroversial 

appropriations bills, including the 

Military Construction-VA spending bill 

that funds veterans’ health care and 

military bases. 

In the meantime, the House 

appropriations committee has 

signaled that it plans another round 

of cuts to the Labor-HHS-Education 

spending bill that funds NIH, AHRQ 

and HRSA programs.  

 House appropriations committee 

chair Harold Rogers (R-KY) just 

released spending allocations for 

each of his panel’s subcommittees. 

Rogers has set aside $155.7 billion for 

the FY2015 Labor-HHS-Education bill, 

the government’s largest nondefense 

appropriations bill. The allocation is 

about $1 billion below the funding 

level enacted for the same programs 

in FY2014, while the Pentagon would 

see an increase of about $4 billion.  

Last year, the House allocation for 

health and education spending would 

have cut nearly $28 billion from 

health and education programs, so 

this year’s more “modest” reduction 

may be a sign that the House hopes 

to pass spending bills that have a 

chance of being reconciled with the 

Democratic-led Senate. 

In the meantime, Rogers’ Senate 

counterpart, appropriations 

committee chairwoman Barbara 

Mikulski (D-MD), announced plans to 

move her chamber’s spending bills in 

June and July. 

Reports are circulating that Mikulski 

and Rogers are loosely coordinating 

the timing of action on spending bills. 

Their plan is to convene a House-

Senate conference on 

noncontroversial bills by late summer 

and cluster the remaining measures 

for passage later this year.   

 



Senators Question Need for More 
Workforce Programs 

Republican senators are questioning 
HHS' plans to set aside more funding 
for new and existing health care 
workforce programs, asking the 
department to account for what has 
already been spent to make sure the 
programs are efficient and not 
duplicative. 

HHS's FY2015 budget proposes a new 
Target Support Graduate Medical 
Education Grant and an increase to 
the National Health Service Corps, 
both paid for by reinvesting savings 
from cuts to indirect medical 
education payments. 

But GOP lawmakers Tom Coburn 
(OK), Michael Enzi (CO) and Richard 
Burr (NC) point out that the 
Government Accountability Office 
has identified 69 health care 
workforce training programs. 

"These federal programs are key 
pathways for responding to projected 
shortfalls and needs, both in specific 
professions and in certain geographic 
areas. Yet every federal dollar spent 
on a misaligned program or lost due 
to mismanagement does not achieve 
the goal of training the next 
generation of health care 
professionals," the senators wrote. 

Enzi asked HHS Secretary Sebelius if 
HHS had explored whether its 
existing workforce programs were 
duplicative before proposing another 
one in the budget, and asked if there 
were any programs that should be 
cut? Enzi pointed out that there 
already are 92 workforce training 
programs across the government.  

The senators asked Sebelius to 
provide a list of strategic plans and 
goals for each workforce program at 
HHS, as well as a comprehensive list 
of all metrics used to monitor the 
progress, outcomes and recipients of 
each programs.  

Sebelius told Enzi at the hearing that 
HHS was not eliminating any 
programs, but was working on 
focusing its efforts, including 
collecting residency slots focusing on 
primary care from schools that aren't 
using them and redistributing them 
to others. 

VA Research Funding Receives 
Modest Boost in FY15 

The House of Representatives on 
April 30 voted 416 to 1 to adopt the 
appropriations bill that funds the 
Department of Veterans Affairs 
(along with military construction and 
several other independent agencies).   



Under the House version of the bill, 
the VA’s Medical and Prosthetics 
Research account will be funded at 
$589 million, the same level that was 
recommended by the Obama 
administration in its budget 
submission to Congress.  This amount 
represents a very small (0.5%) 
increase over the current year’s 
funding. 

The Senate Appropriations 
Committee has not yet announced a 
mark-up for its subcommittee bill, 
but expectations are that it will be 
considered in early June.  
Traditionally, the so-called MilCon/VA 
bill is one of the least controversial 
that Congress considers every year. 

 Leadership Changes at HHS and CMS 

Department of Health and Human 
Services (HHS) Secretary Kathleen 
Sebelius resigned.  President Obama 
expeditiously nominated Office of 
Management and Budget Director 
Sylvia Matthews Burwell for the 
position and urged the Senate to 
confirm her quickly.  Both the Senate 
Health, Education, Labor and 
Pensions and Finance Committees 
will hold hearing for Burwell.  The 
Senate is expected to confirm 
Burwell’s nomination largely because 
of the recent changes in Senate 

filibuster rules, allowing a majority 
vote for most nominations.   

Also of note, the Centers for 
Medicare and Medicaid (CMS) 
Deputy Administrator Jon Blum is 
leaving on May 16.  Blum had 
become well versed in the issues 
facing primary care physicians and 
their patients.  He will be replaced by 
Sean Cavanaugh who had previously 
served as the Deputy Director of the 
Center for Medicare and Medicaid 
Innovation.   

HHS Released Physician Payment 
Data 

In an effort to make the health care 
system more transparent, HHS 
released data including information 
on 880,000 health care providers who 
were received $77 billion in Medicare 
payments in 2012.  The data can be 
searched by provider name to show 
what services he provided and how 
much he was reimbursed for those 
services. 

The release of this data has been 
strongly been opposed by many 
physician groups, including the AMA, 
because of concerns about the lack of 
context of pure claims data, 
potentially drawing negative 
attention to certain physicians, 
specialties and regions of the 
country.  
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