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Health Law & Business News

Lawmakers Find Common Ground Eyeing Medicare Test
Kitchen

By Shira Stein

Ways and Means Committee looking at bipartisan scrutiny of health o�ce that looks at new ways to
pay doctors
Democratic chairman, ranking Republican call for greater transparency

The House Ways and Means Committee could be a rare place of bipartisan oversight in a Congress that
is expected to push back on the Trump administration in a big way this year.

In one of their �rst moves this Congress, Ways and Means Committee Chairman Richard Neal (D-Mass.)
and ranking Republican Kevin Brady (R-Texas) Jan. 9 sent a letter asking for more transparency from
the Center for Medicare and Medicaid Innovation, a test kitchen for new payment and service delivery
models for the health-care industry.

“Conventional wisdom is that health care is very partisan,” John Feore, associate principal in the Center
for Healthcare Transformation at the consulting �rm Avalere, said in an interview. “But there are plenty
of areas in health-care policy where there’s an appetite for bipartisan” work.

A review of Medicare, including the agency’s “innovation center” that experiments on new methods of
paying doctors and hospitals, will be a priority for the committee this year, Neal said in an interview. He
wants to know why the administration made the choices it did when it comes to changes to health
care.

Brady, Neal’s GOP counterpart, agreed, saying other potential areas of bipartisan scrutiny for the Ways
and Means Committee include maternal mortality and health-care fraud. “There’s plenty of room if the
committee majority decides they want to work closely with us,” he said in an interview.

Neal said the committee also plans to look at the high cost of prescription drug prices. That could
cause tension with his GOP colleagues, who receive campaign contributions from pharmaceutical
companies and typically are wary of talking about lowering drug prices. 

‘Stay Within the Lines’

Neal and Brady’s letter asks the innovation center for more insight into its process for creating new
payment and service delivery models. They said they want “greater opportunity for public input as
models are developed.”

mailto:sstein@bloomberglaw.com
https://waysandmeans.house.gov/sites/democrats.waysandmeans.house.gov/files/documents/Neal-Brady%20letter%20to%20CMS%20re%20CMMI%202019-01-09.pdf


1/31/2019 Lawmakers Find Common Ground Eyeing Medicare Test Kitchen

https://news.bloomberglaw.com/health-law-and-business/lawmakers-find-common-ground-eyeing-medicare-test-kitchen 2/2

It’s a well-worn request. Doctors, hospitals, and other health-care providers have been pushing the
center for a public input process for years, Feore said.

Brady said the letter tells the agency to “stay within the lines. Let’s have CMMI play the role it is
designed to do, and part of that is very close consultation with Congress.”

It makes sense that there are bipartisan concerns about what the center might do. “Members on both
sides realize that [the innovation center] has some pretty broad authority, and that authority can
eventually lead to creating a nationwide program,” Feore said.

Trump administration o�cials dropped hints about new payment and service delivery models in the
last half of 2018, and industry consultants expect those models to be released early this year.

“The Trump administration is intent on test-driving and testing some new models that can lower
health-care costs. They’re exactly right to pursue it. We want to be equal partners in that discussion,”
Brady said.

The innovation center is taking the lead on advancing value-based care at the Centers for Medicare &
Medicaid Services. The administration has been testing some alternative payment models in which
providers earn rewards for delivering high quality and cost-e�cient care to promote payment based
on patient outcomes instead of numbers of procedures.

The CMS did not respond to a request for comment. 

Putting Innovation Center on Notice

Some advocates are concerned that the letter signals to CMMI that it shouldn’t try bold things to
improve health-care delivery, said Casey Schwarz, senior counsel for education and federal policy at
the Medicare Rights Center, a nonpartisan advocacy organization.

“We have been supportive of a number of CMMI initiatives that have gotten some varied pushback”
from politicians and providers, Schwarz said in an interview. She doesn’t want to see Congress sti�e the
mission of the innovation center.

—With assistance from Alex Ruo�
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