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The American Ambulance Association (AAA) thanks the Chairman, Ranking Member
and Members of the Subcommittee on Health for holding a two-day hearing to examine a
permanent solution to the Sustainable Growth Rate (SGR). We urge Congress to develop a long-
term remedy for Medicare physician payments that will correct a decade-long problem that has
created uncertainty for millions of Medicare physicians and beneficiaries. Other Medicare
providers also face uncertainty regarding reimbursement year after year. As you are likely
aware, ambulance service providers currently receive temporary two percent urban three percent
rural and “super rural” increases in Medicare payments. This vital relief is extended each year as
one of the Medicare extenders included in the physician fee fix extension package. Medicare
reimbursement represents a substantial portion of total payments for ambulance service providers
with Medicare patients accounting for on average 50 percent of ambulance transports. AAA
implores Congress to move away from the uncertainty of temporary relief and toward the
predictability, certainty and stability associated with permanent payment policies for ambulance
service providers as part of our nation’s health care safety net.

Ambulance service providers are a critical piece of our local and national health care and
emergency response systems. They are also overwhelmingly small businesses, which provide
jobs and investments in local communities. Unfortunately, due to chronic below-cost Medicare
reimbursement, ambulance service providers are financially challenged. In 2002, the Centers for
Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) established a Medicare ambulance fee schedule, but the
rates developed were significantly below the cost of delivering services as the Government
Accountability Office (GAO) confirmed. GAO’s two reports (published in 2007 and 2012)
underscored that reimbursement for treating and transporting Medicare beneficiaries is unstable
and often lower than the cost of providing the services, endangering the availability of
emergency medical services for our nation’s seniors and everyone else. Both GAO reports
concluded that but for the temporary add-on payments, most service providers would be
reimbursed below cost. To ensure the continuity of emergency medical care and financial
viability of these small businesses, Congress needs to make the temporary Medicare ambulance
relief permanent. This will allow us to budget over the long-term for staffing, replacing
equipment and ensure that we can continue to efficiently serve the communities that rely on us
for medical care. As Congress considers permanent repeal of the SGR, it is imperative that
Congress concurrently address other “Medicare extenders” in order to break the cycle of short-
term patch approach to Medicare legislation.

AAA thanks Congress for recognizing the significant underfunding that ambulance
service providers have faced and we sincerely appreciate the continued payment adjustments for
urban transports, rural transports and transports in “super rural” or extremely remote areas.
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However, the most recent extension included in the Protecting Access to Medicare Act (PAMA)
IS set to expire on March 31, 2015, and our ambulance services providers face uncertainty yet
again. Congress must ensure that the dedicated men and women who provide critical emergency
medical services have the tools and resources they need to provide the high-quality services that
is demanded of them. Legislation is expected to be re-introduced in the 114th Congress by
Representatives Walden, Neal, Nunes and Welch that institutes meaningful ambulance policy
reforms and makes the current relief permanent. The Medicare Ambulance Access, Fraud
Prevention, and Reform Act would allow ambulance services providers to better plan for staffing
and equipment replacement and/or upgrades. Further, the legislation would implement a
nationwide prior authorization program to address fraud, abuse and waste in the transport of
dialysis patients. The legislation would also categorize us more properly as ambulance service
providers instead of suppliers. Lastly, the bill would direct CMS to use a survey approach to
collect cost data from a statistically significant number of different types of ambulance service
providers. AAA believes it is critical that Congress have cost data from all the different types of
providers if policymakers seek to make any changes to the ambulance fee schedule in the future,
and this approach would achieve the same critical information without the excessive regulatory
burden of mandatory cost reporting.

Ambulance services not only create good jobs and investment, but they provide critical,
life-saving medical care, regardless of one’s ability to pay. While they are the first in line in the
continuum of health care, they are often the sole provider of emergency and non-emergency
ambulance services in their communities. They respond when called — no questions asked.
Ambulance service providers are lifelines of care for a wide range of individuals, including
seniors who rely on Medicare. As the Subcommittee’s title claims, the time is now to pass
permanent SGR reform, and with that we urge Congress to also permanently address ambulance
service provider payments.
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