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Health Law & Business News

Trump Rural Health Plan to Focus on Hospitals,
Telehealth

By Shira Stein
Feb. 11, 2020, 1:29 PM

HHS seeks to tackle opioid crisis, maternal health

Addressing shortages of rural health workers also on table

The Trump administration plans to focus on four areas of rural health in the coming year—preventing

diseases, creating sustainable financing, using technology to improve access, and laying the groundwork

for a stronger workforce, according to a top HHS official.

There will be a lot of action on those issues in the coming months, and agencies are working on their

relevant proposals, Health and Human Services Deputy Secretary Eric Hargan said in a speech Tuesday at

a National Rural Health Association conference in Washington.

The administration has been working on an initiative to improve rural care for more than a year but has

yet to release any proposals, multiple sources familiar with the work said. Hargan’s remarks offer the first

broad strokes of what the plan might look like and a more complete picture of the issues the

administration wants to address.

The administration is considering a variety of solutions because just focusing on a few ideas won’t fix the

problems that rural areas face, Hargan said.

Rural areas are facing hospital closures, a shortage of providers, fewer services being offered in hospitals,

and a lack of mental health services and other specialty doctors. In addition, they are still grappling with

the opioid epidemic that has taken tens of thousands of lives each year.

Preventing Disease

Hargan said the administration wants to address opioid overdoses and maternal care in rural areas when

it comes to preventing disease.

Although overdose deaths went down in 2018, there is still more work to be done, he said.

The administration already is looking at testing new ways to pay for maternal care through the Center for

Medicare and Medicaid Innovation, Deputy Director Amy Bassano said in November, and the

administration is testing other solutions to improve rural maternal care through a grant program.
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The administration also wants to look at other ways of making rural hospitals more financially

sustainable, Hargan said, pointing to the success of community health centers. More than 160 rural

hospitals have closed since 2005, according to the University of North Carolina Sheps Center for Health

Services Research.

The administration’s fiscal 2021 budget proposal included a call for Congress to allow rural medical

facilities deemed critical to an area to be designated as a hospital, even if they don’t have inpatient beds.

Expanding Telehealth

Hargan echoed other administration officials, who have said expanding access through technology like

telehealth is a top priority. He noted that traditional Medicare only allows telehealth services to be used in

extremely rural areas and for limited services.

Rural health providers have long called for an expansion of telehealth use, and the HHS wants to allow

more of its use in traditional Medicare. However, that would likely require legislation.

The HHS’s Health Resources and Services Administration plans to invest $8.5 million over the next four

years to better evaluate telehealth access in rural areas, HRSA Administrator Tom Engels said at the

conference.

The administration wants to allow community-based federal health centers and rural clinics to provide

telehealth for Medicare beneficiaries, according to its budget proposal, and that also would likely require

legislation.

The administration also said in its budget proposal that it wants to expand telehealth through payment

models in which providers take on financial risk for the care that their patients use. The HHS has authority

to do so through the Center for Medicare and Medicaid Innovation.

Hargan said the last part of the rural plan is to improve the rural health workforce. Rural communities

struggle to attract and keep physicians, nurses, and other health-care providers, he said.
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