Brain Injury Association of America
Policy Corner E-Newsletter – December 7, 2007
A weekly update on federal policy activity related to traumatic brain injury
__________________________________________________________________

Dear Advocates:

Congress returned this week from Thanksgiving Break, and acted on several bills impacting traumatic brain injury care and programs.

Late last night, the conference report for the National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2008 was filed, containing important Wounded Warrior provisions, including several related to TBI care for returning service members.

Also this week, Congress reportedly made progress on year-end spending negotiations, setting up a likely vote next week on an omnibus appropriations bill including reduced spending levels in an attempt to compromise with the White House.

In addition, an expected markup of an important Medicare package by the Senate Finance Committee was scrapped late this week in favor of direct negotiations with the House of Representatives.

Congress will attempt to resolve all of these issues – and more – before ending this year’s session within the next couple of weeks. 
 
In the meantime, BIAA Legislative Action Alerts will continue to be forthcoming.

*Distributed by Laura Schiebelhut, BIAA Public Affairs Manager, on behalf of the Brain Injury Association of America; 703-761-0750 ext. 637; lschiebelhut@biausa.org

The Policy Corner is made possible by the Adam Williams Initiative, Centre for Neuro Skills, and Lakeview Healthcare Systems, Inc. The Brain Injury Association of America gratefully acknowledges their support for legislative action.
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Defense Authorization Conference Report Filed, Including TBI Provisions

Late last night, the conference report for the National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2008 was filed, containing important Wounded Warrior provisions, including several related to TBI care for returning service members.

BIAA has been actively working for inclusion in this defense authorization conference report of important TBI-related provisions contained in the Dignified Treatment of Wounded Warriors Act, which was incorporated as part of the Senate’s version of the defense authorization bill.  In addition, BIAA recently issued a Legislative Action Alert urging swift consideration of the conference report.

At press time, it appeared that the conference report did indeed include some – but unfortunately not all - of the Wounded Warrior and TBI care provisions BIAA actively lobbied for this year, including:

∑ An overlap of benefits provision which would facilitate greater access for service members or veterans to receive TRICARE-covered cognitive rehabilitation therapy at private/civilian facilities.

∑ Provisions requiring the VA Secretary to develop an individualized plan for rehabilitation and reintegration into the community for each veteran or service member who receives inpatient or outpatient care at the VA for TBI.

∑ Provisions requiring new VA TBI research efforts to collaborate with facilities that conduct research on rehabilitation for individuals with TBI and receive grants for such research from the National Institute on Disability and Rehabilitation Research of the Department of Education (i.e. TBI Model Systems of Care).

Watch your inboxes on Monday, December 10, for a more detailed analysis by BIAA of the defense authorization conference report.

According to Congressional Quarterly’s CQ Today (Dec. 6, 2007), “The measure is expected to pass overwhelmingly in both chambers, despite a few dozen likely no votes by antiwar Democrats in the House.  The House could vote on the bill Dec. 12, with a Senate vote to follow.”

Vote on Omnibus Appropriations Bill Expected Next Week

The House is scheduled to vote on Dec. 11 on a multi-bill “omnibus” Fiscal Year 2008 appropriations bill which splits the difference between the White House and Congressional budget proposals.

The omnibus appropriations package is expected to consist of the 11 remaining spending bills – including the Labor-HHS-Education spending bill, which funds TBI programs – totaling $10.6 billion less than what Congress had originally planned. The new Labor-HHS-Education bill spending allocation in such an omnibus bill is expected to be approximately $3.5 billion less than its current form.

The Labor-HHS-Education bill recently passed by Congress (but vetoed by President Bush) provides $9.455 million for the HRSA Federal TBI program, over the total $8.910 million allocated last year.  Likewise, the bill includes $5.960 million in funding for CDC TBI programs, an increase from approximately $5.3 million last year.  Also of key importance, the bill includes $900,000 in additional funding for the TBI Model Systems of Care program, which BIAA fought hard for this year, in order to prevent this important research program from being downsized.

BIAA has issued an Action Alert urging Congress to retain these important TBI funding allocations in any omnibus appropriations bill.

If the expected “split-the-difference” omnibus bill is not passed by Congress next week, or is vetoed by President Bush, the most likely conclusion to the appropriations standoff this year would be for Congress to send the president an omnibus bill which matches his budget request. This would result in more drastic spending reductions.

Stay tuned to BIAA Action Alerts and News Flashes next week for more information as this scenario plays out.

Senate Finance Committee Markup of Medicare Package Scrapped

Although BIAA sent out a Targeted Legislative Action Alert earlier this week in anticipation of a markup by the Senate Finance Committee of a year-end Medicare package, this markup did not end of taking place.  In the Alert, BIAA asked geographically targeted advocates to urge members of the Senate Finance Committee to ensure the inclusion of 75% Rule legislation (S. 543) and Outpatient Therapy Caps legislation (S. 450) in the final Medicare bill.  Both bills would increase access to rehabilitation for individuals with disabilities, including traumatic brain injury.

The markup was cancelled in favor of direct negotiations between the Senate and the House Ways and Means Committee.  BIAA will continue to monitor this situation.
