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June 20, 2010

Dear RuFES Action Network,

KEEP IT

A Health Care Opportunity is a Comin' to Your Community

What this Alert contains:

A brief list of key provisions in the Healthcare Reform Act

Three parts of the Act with big effects in Rural America:

Health Care Tax Credit for small business

Expansion and support for School-Based Health Centers

Access to rural health care

In March 2010, President Barack Obama signed into law the Patient Protection

and Affordable Care Act (PPACA). Many Americans simply referred to it as

Healthcare Reform. While the public remains sharply divided over the benefits of

this legislation, just about everyone agrees that this was the most important

piece of health care legislation since Medicare in the 1960s.

As the heat from the debate cools, and a growing number of PPACA's provisions

go into effect, we think it is time to highlight some parts of the Act that will have

particular impact in rural America.

This bill has many parts, but the central Keep It purpose of the legislation, is to

increase access to affordable, reliable health care. One of the biggest challenges

is how to explain just what the bill is supposed to accomplish and how.

Some people are still scratching their heads, and understandably so. We know

we have trouble keeping it all straight. Would you like to see a good, brief

overview of the PPACA? Try this YouTube video summary from the Center on

American Progress

Some of the key provisions in the PPACA:

Expands Medicare eligibility

Subsidizes healthcare premiums

Provides incentives for businesses to provide health care benefits

Permits dependent children to remain on their parents' health care plan until

the age of 26

Bars insurers from dropping their policy holders when they get sick

Restricts insurer's ability to enforce annual spending caps and eliminates these
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caps completely by 2014

Prohibits insurers from denying coverage or charging higher fees to individuals

based on pre-existing conditions

Establishes health care exchanges and subsidizes insurance premiums for

individuals earning up to 400% of the poverty line

While each of these measures will help low- and moderate-income rural working

families, there are a few items within the Patient Protection and Affordable Care

Act that will have a particular effect on rural communities. You should be aware

of the following three special opportunities presented by the new law.

Rural Effects of Healthcare Reform

Healthcare Tax Credit for Small Business

Small businesses are the engine of the American economy in general, and they

have a special importance in rural America. Rural advocates may want to take

note of the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act's special provision for

small business owners.

Contrary to popular belief, under the PPACA, businesses with fewer than 50

employees, are NOT compelled to provide health care to their employees. Since

95 percent of all US businesses have fewer than 50 employees, that exempts

most American businesses. But if these business owners do choose to provide

health insurance to their employees, the PPACA provides a Small Business Tax

Credit, designed to make health insurance more affordable. The credit will

provide businesses with anywhere from a 25%-50% credit on their insurance

premiums. This will be no small relief to small businesses which on average

spend 18 percent more than large businesses on health care policies.

To be eligible for this credit, small businesses must:

Have fewer than 25 employees

Average wages of less than $50,000 per year

Purchase health insurance for employees

Contribute at least 50% of the cost of the premium

For more information, and to see a chart that illustrates how the tax credits will

work, please see this short piece from the Center for Rural Affairs.

Expansion and Support of School-Based Health Centers

School-Based Health Centers (SBHCs) provide free, comprehensive health

services to students during school hours. Most schools have a nurse on duty at

least on a part-time basis, but SBHC's provide most health services including

primary, dental and visual care, as well as mental health and nutrition services.

SBHCs are usually located in medically underserved areas. About one-third of the

2,000 SBHCs are located in rural areas.

In addition to the obvious health benefits of these services, educators feel that

these centers give teachers and administrators more access to students with

high needs. SBHC's tend to create more parental involvement and higher

academic achievement from their students. With the mental health services

involved, SBHC schools report fewer disciplinary issues and high-risk behaviors.
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Studies show that SBHC users are more likely to graduate from high school than

nonusers.

The Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act provides $200 million in

additional grant funds over the next four years to SBHCs. The grants are

limited to facilities expenditures—such as the acquisition or improvement of

land, construction costs, equipment and similar expenditures. The regulations for

these funds are likely to be released this month. The US Department of Health

and Human Services will also soon decide which agency within the department

will coordinate these activities.

For more information on the SBHC provision in the PPACA bill, please visit the

National Assembly on School-Based Health Care

Access to Rural Health Care

Rural people face significant challenges when they need to access health care.

They usually have to travel farther than urban and suburban dwellers. Moreover,

rural health care facilities have fewer doctors serving more people. While only

nine percent of American doctors work in rural America, over 20 percent of all

Americans live in rural areas. Certainly this leaves rural America with a deficit in

coverage. One reason—beyond simple geography—for this discrepancy in service

is a difference in how much rural health care providers are paid. The PPACA

improves this situation in three ways:

First, it provides a 10% pay incentive for primary care doctors operating in

rural areas

Secondly, it closes part of the gap between what federal programs pay rural

and urban doctors

Finally, the PPACA extends the enhanced payments to rural health care

facilities in the Medicare Modernization Act

The Ways and Means Committee of the House of Representatives has

prepared a user-friendly information sheet on the ways the PPACA has increased

health care access in rural communities. Please click here to view.

We hope these Action Alerts energize your RuFES deeds and aspirations. Help us

spark more RuFES action! How? Simply contact us with any news, ideas or

opportunities that can help your RuFES colleagues across the nation.

Your RuFES Action Team,

John Molinaro, Janet Topolsky, Kelly Malone, René Bryce-Laporte, Elsa Noterman

Aspen Institute Community Strategies Group
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