
 

 

CALIFORNIA WATCH                  FEBRUARY 20, 2018 

KPCC: Bill Aims to Make it Easier for Community Clinics to Help Disaster Victims 
Community health centers can’t bill Medi-Cal for services they provide outside of their brick-and-mortar 
clinics. AB 2576 would change that anytime the governor declares an emergency. (Faust, 2/19) 

Ventura County Star: Doctors Link Valley Fever Wave to Thomas Fire 
The Thomas Fire that burned 282,000 acres and replaced brush-covered hillsides with blackened, barren 
vistas is likely contributing to growing waves of valley fever disease in Ventura County, said area lung and 
infectious disease specialists. In January alone, 55 possible cases of the fungal disease with symptoms 
that can mimic the flu were reported in Ventura County, according to provisional data from the California 
Department of Public Health. (Kisken, 2/16) 

The Associated Press: Trump Appeals California Judge's Curb on Birth Control Rules 
The DOJ is appealing a California judge's decision to temporarily block new Trump administration rules 
allowing more employers to opt out of providing no-cost birth control to women. Lawyers filed the notice of 
appeal to the 9th District Court of Appeals on Friday, nearly two months after Oakland-based U.S. District 
Judge Haywood Gilliam blocked the changes to President Barack Obama's health care law. (2/16) 

San Francisco Chronicle: Single-Payer Health Care in California Dormant, but Not for 
Long 
A bill that would replace the existing health care system with a new one run by a single payer — 
specifically, the state government — and paid for with taxpayer money remains parked in the Assembly, 
with no sign of moving ahead.  ...But even if single-payer is a lost cause in the short term, advocates are 
playing a long game. (Rosenhall, 2/16) 

CAPITOL HILL WATCH 

The Associated Press: Stuck in an Opioids Crisis, Officials Turn to Acupuncture 
Acupuncture is increasingly being embraced by patients and doctors, sometimes as an alternative to the 
powerful painkillers behind the nation's opioid crisis. Although it has been long derided as pseudoscience 
and still questioned by many medical experts, a small but growing number of Medicaid programs in states 
hit hard by opioid overdoses have started providing it for low-income patients. (2/20) 

ADMINISTRATION NEWS 

Politico: Trump Administration Dismantles LGBT-Friendly Policies 
The nation's health department is taking steps to dismantle LGBT health initiatives, as political appointees 
have halted or rolled back regulations intended to protect LGBT workers and patients, removed LGBT-
friendly language from documents and reassigned the senior adviser dedicated to LGBT health. …A 
Health Affairs study last year found that many LGBT individuals have less access to care than 
heterosexuals; in a Harvard-Robert Wood Johnson-NPR survey one in six LGBT individuals reported 
experiencing discrimination from doctors or at a clinic. (Diamond, 2/19) 
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HEALTH LAW 

Politico: Spending Deals Signal End of Unpopular Obamacare Cost Checks 
Republicans and Democrats finally found something they can agree on about Obamacare: killing 
unpopular policies that were supposed to pay for the law or reduce health costs. The recent 
congressional spending deals repealed or delayed several Obamacare taxes, as well as a Medicare cost-
cutting board. Removing those powerful levers, which terrified health providers and unions, is not a good 
omen for efforts to control health spending, which is expected to surge in the next few years. (Haberkorn, 
2/19) 

PUBLIC HEALTH AND EDUCATION 

NPR: How Long are You Contagious with the Flu? 
It's shaping up to be one of the worst flu seasons in years. If you are one of the thousands of unlucky 
Americans who are sick with the flu, this one's for you. You've spent the last couple of days cooped up in 
your house watching bad TV, fighting the fever sweats and expelling a baffling amount of mucus. As you 
start to resemble a human being again, you might feel pressure to head back to work. (Sofia and Rizzo, 
2/20) 

Kaiser Health News: Anthem Calls on Eye Surgeons to Monitor Anesthesia During 
Cataract Surgery 
The insurer says it is not usually medically necessary to have an anesthesiologist or nurse anesthetist on 
hand during the common surgery. (Andrews, 2/20) 

Bloomberg: Trump Signals Interest in Gun Background Checks After Shooting 
Republicans, who control both houses of Congress as well as the White House, have long opposed gun 
control legislation and last year helped pass a law -- signed by Trump -- that eased Obama-era 
regulations making it harder for people with mental health issues to buy guns. Trump is aware that 
tightening gun laws runs contrary to his party’s preferences, according to the aides, but is open to having 
a conversation. (Kapur and Jacobs, 2/19) 

The Associated Press: Trump Focus on Mental Health After School Shooting Denounced 
Frustration is mounting in the medical community as the Trump administration again points to mental 
illness in response to yet another mass shooting. "The concept that mental illness is a precursor to violent 
behavior is nonsense," said Dr. Louis Kraus, forensic psychiatry chief at Chicago's Rush University 
Medical College. "The vast majority of gun violence is not attributable to mental illness." (Tanner, 2/19) 

CNN: Potential Test for Autism Offers Hope of Earlier Diagnosis 
UK and Italian scientists are getting closer to developing blood and urine tests for autism, which could 
lead to earlier diagnosis and treatment of the condition, a new study suggests. The tests look for damage 
to certain proteins, shown to be higher in children with autism spectrum disorders. The team from the 
University of Warwick and the University of Bologna tested 38 children with autism and 31 children 
without, ages 5 to 12. (Mahmood, 2/19) 
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NPR: To Prevent Cancer, Teens Should Get HPV Vaccine Before They're Sexually Active 
Each year, about 31,000 men and women in the U.S. are diagnosed with a cancer caused by an infection 
from the human papillomavirus, or HPV. It's the most common sexually transmitted virus and infection in 
the U.S. In women, HPV infection can lead to cervical cancer, which leads to about 4,000 deaths per 
year. In men, it can cause penile cancer. HPV also causes some cases of oral cancer, cancer of the anus 
and genital warts. (Aubrey, 2/19) 

NPR: Brain's Ancient Immune System May Play a Role in Alzheimer's 
Beer has fueled a lot of bad ideas. But on a Friday afternoon in 2007, it helped two Alzheimer's 
researchers come up with a really a good one. Neuroscientists Robert Moir and Rudolph Tanzi were 
sipping Coronas in separate offices during "attitude adjustment hour" at Massachusetts General Hospital, 
Harvard's largest teaching hospital. And, by chance, each scientist found himself wondering about an 
apparent link between Alzheimer's disease and the immune system. (Hamilton, 2/18) 

Stat: This Year's Awful Flu Season May Have Just Hit a Plateau 
It’s too soon to say the flu season has peaked, but it’s at least possible it may have plateaued. The latest 
data from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, released Friday, show the percentage of 
people going to a doctor for an influenza-like illness (most of which is likely flu during peak flu season) 
was 7.5 percent, just under the rate of 7.7 percent for the week ending Feb. 3. It marks the first week-by-
week decline since the flu season began. (Branswell, 2/16) 

EDITORIALS AND OPINIONS 

The New York Times: How Dental Inequality Hurts Americans  
Even before any proposed cuts take effect, Medicaid is already lean in one key area: Many state 
programs lack coverage for dental care. That can be bad news not only for people’s overall well-being, 
but also for their ability to find and keep a job. Not being able to see a dentist is related to a range of 
health problems. Periodontal disease (gum infection) is associated with an increased risk of cancer and 
cardiovascular diseases. (Austin Frakt, 2/19) 
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CALIFORNIA WATCH                  FEBRUARY 21, 2018 

Ventura County Star: Union Members Worry about Massive Hospital Merger 
Union workers marched in front of St. John’s Pleasant Valley Hospital in Camarillo on Tuesday, airing 
concerns about contract negotiations, staffing issues they say can impact patient care and the planned 
merger of Dignity Health with another company. (Kisken, 2/20) 

KPCC: These 5 Bills Before California Lawmakers Seek to Expand Health Coverage, 
Lower Costs 
Many of the presenters at the final hearing expressed support for the concept of single-payer, but didn’t 
agree that the single-payer bill (SB562) shelved in the Assembly last year has enough detail to get 
California there in the next few years. Some key groups and lawmakers are looking at a more gradual, 
incremental approach. (Faust, 2/20) 

KQED: Now That Pot is Legal, Should You Worry about Secondhand Smoke? California 
Scientist Says Yes 
Commercial sales of cannabis to recreational users began Jan. 1 in California. It hasn’t been even two 
months in this brave new world, but new questions about marijuana’s health impacts are already popping 
up. Is smoking cannabis bad for your health? (Ortega-Welch, 2/20) 

CAPITOL HILL WATCH 

The Hill: Dems Seek Reversal of Nursing Home Regulatory Rollback 
A group of Democratic senators want the Trump administration to reverse its steady rollback of 
regulations on nursing homes. In a letter sent to Alex Azar, the secretary of the Department of Health and 
Human Services, as well as Seema Verma, administrator of the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid 
Services (CMS), the Democrats allege that the regulatory rollback “will inevitably weaken the safety of our 
nation’s nursing homes and put patients, many of whom are elderly and wholly reliant on this care, at 
greater risk.” (Weixel, 2/20) 

ADMINISTRATION NEWS 

The New York Times: Trump Moves to Regulate ‘Bump Stock’ Devices 
President Trump — under pressure from angry, grieving students from a Florida high school where a 
gunman killed 17 people last week — ordered the Justice Department on Tuesday to issue regulations 
banning so-called bump stocks, which convert semiautomatic guns into automatic weapons like those 
used last year in the massacre of concertgoers in Las Vegas. (Shear, 2/20) 
 
The Hill: New HHS Office That Enforces Health Workers' Religious Rights Received 300 
Complaints in a Month 
More than 300 health workers have complained to the Health and Human Services (HHS) Department 
over the last month, saying that their religious or conscience rights have been violated by their 
employer. The complaints follow the creation of a new division within HHS that focuses on enforcing 
those rights and investigating complaints from employees who say their rights have been violated. 
(Hellmann, 2/20) 
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HEALTH LAW 

Kaiser Health News: Trump Administration Proposes Rule to Loosen Curbs on Short-
Term Health Plans 
The new rule is expected to entice younger and healthier people from the general insurance pool by 
allowing a range of lower-cost options that don’t include all the benefits required by the federal law — 
including plans that can reject people with preexisting medical conditions. Most short-term coverage 
excludes benefits for maternity care, preventive care, mental health services or substance abuse 
treatment. (Appleby, 2/20) 

MARKETPLACE 

USA Today: Albertsons, Rite Aid Deal Creates U.S. Supermarket and Healthcare Giant 
Supermarket giant Albertsons is buying part of Rite Aid, the nation's third-largest pharmacy chain, as the 
companies try to navigate sweeping shifts in the food and health care industries. Rite 
Aid (RAD) and Albertsons, the private-equity backed company that operates Safeway and several other 
grocery chains, said the deal would create a company with expected 2018 revenue of $83 billion and 
potential annual earnings of $3.7 billion before interest, taxes, depreciation and amortization. The deal is 
aimed at sparking Rite Aid's expansion as the company competes with retailing giant Amazon, which is 
eyeing a potential entry into health care, as well as Walmart. (McCoy, 2/20) 
 
Los Angeles Times: The U.S. Healthcare System Needs More Skills for Paying Bills, 
Study Shows 
Healthcare in the United States is really expensive, and one of the reasons is that managing healthcare 
bills is really, really expensive. Just how expensive? At one large academic medical center, the cost of 
collecting payments for a single primary-care doctor is upward of $99,000 a year. And billing for primary-
care visits is a bargain compared with billing for trips to the emergency room, a hospital stay or a surgical 
procedure, according to a report published Tuesday in the Journal of the American Medical Assn. 
(Kaplan, 2/20) 

PUBLIC HEALTH AND EDUCATION 

CNN: Can You Vaccinate Yourself Against Cancer? 
The thought of a vaccine might conjure up memories of that flu shot you get each year, or taking your kids 
to get their immunizations against polio or measles. Cancer rarely comes to mind when most people think 
of vaccines, but that appears to be changing. Over several decades, cancer vaccines have emerged as a 
form of immunotherapy, a treatment approach that stimulates or restores the body's own immune system 
to either help prevent cancer from developing or help treat an existing cancer. (Howard, 2/21) 
 
Stat: CRISPR Could End Sickle Cell, but Will African-Americans Enroll in Studies? 
The first attempts to use a groundbreaking gene-editing technology in people will likely target patients 
with sickle cell disease, a crippling inherited disorder that in the U.S. predominantly strikes African-
Americans. That should be welcome news, after decades of sickle cell patients being neglected by the 
health care system, scientists, and drug companies. But the long and ugly history of unethical 
experimentation and mistreatment of black patients could make recruiting volunteers to try largely 
untested CRISPR therapies a tough sell. (McFarling, 2/21) 
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NPR: Opioid Use Reduced by Half in an ER That Has Found Good Alternatives 
In one of the busiest ERs in the U.S., doctors are relying less than they used to on opioids to ease 
patients' pain. In an unusual program designed to help stem the opioid epidemic, the emergency 
department at St. Joseph's University Medical Center in Paterson, N.J., has been exploring alternative 
painkillers and methods. That strategy has led to a 58 percent drop in the ER's opioid prescriptions in the 
program's first year. (Wang, 2/20) 
 
Stat: Salmonella Outbreak in 20 States Linked to Kratom Consumption 
So far 28 people in 20 states are believed to have been sickened by contaminated kratom, a plant native 
to Southeast Asia that’s variously ingested as pills or powder or brewed into tea. Eleven people have 
been hospitalized. (Branswell, 2/20) 
 
The New York Times: The Key to Weight Loss is Diet Quality, Not Quantity, a New Study 
Finds 
A new study, published Tuesday in JAMA, found that people who cut back on added sugar, refined grains 
and highly processed foods while concentrating on eating plenty of vegetables and whole foods — 
without worrying about counting calories or limiting portion sizes — lost significant amounts of weight over 
the course of a year. (O'Connor, 2/20) 
 
CNN: Excessive Alcohol Use Linked to Early-Onset Dementia Risk 
Excessive alcohol use could increase your risk for all types of dementia, particularly early-onset dementia, 
according to a new study. The study looked at over 1 million adults released from French hospitals 
between 2008 and 2013 who were diagnosed with dementia, a clinical syndrome characterized by a 
progressive deterioration in cognitive ability. (Lieber, 2/20) 

PHARMACEUTICALS 

Stat: Judge Voids Order Gilead Must Pay $2.5B to Merck Over a Patent Dispute 
In a reversal of fortunes, a federal judge overturned a jury verdict ordering Gilead Sciences (GILD) to pay 
$2.54 billion to Merck (MRK) for infringing a patent in order to develop a pair of blockbuster hepatitis C 
treatments. (Silverman, 2/17) 

EDITORIALS AND OPINIONS 

The Washington Post: Why Do We Understand So Little About Breast-Feeding? 
By now, you’ve likely heard that breast-feeding is good. Women hear the mantra “breast is best” 
practically from the moment they conceive — both the World Health Organization and the American 
Academy of Pediatrics recommend exclusively breast-feeding babies for six months. With this kind of 
endorsement, which any nursing mother will tell you requires a mammoth commitment, you would think 
we know everything there is to know about the practice. In reality, we don’t. We aren’t even close. (Allison 
Yarrow, 2/21) 
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CALIFORNIA WATCH                  FEBRUARY 22, 2018 

San Jose Mercury News: Will California Use its Budget Surplus to Help the Homeless? 
Responding to pleas from 11 big-city mayors grappling with the alarming rise of homelessness, California 
lawmakers on Wednesday announced two proposals that would devote over half of the state’s $6.1 billion 
budget surplus to the crisis. A bipartisan bill from Assemblyman Phil Ting, D-San Francisco, and backed 
by Republican Assemblyman Brian Maienschein of San Diego, calls for a one-time infusion of $1.5 billion 
in matching funds for cities. (Murphy, 2/21) 

California Healthline: Reducing Red Tape for Traveling Nurses 
A multistate nursing agreement allows nurses to work in numerous states without the hassle and expense 
of obtaining licenses in each one. More than half of states have signed on to an upgraded version of the 
agreement — but not California. (Gorman, 2/21) 

ADMINISTRATION NEWS 

Politico: Amid Student Anger, Trump Hosts Live White House Special on Gun Violence 
Since the shooting, the president has been looking for a way to take action on guns in response to cries 
from gun-control advocates and emotional students, whose images have been plastered across television 
screens around the clock, without alienating his pro-gun base, which he courted with promises to support 
the Second Amendment. In response to remarks by the families at the listening session, he floated some 
new ideas, surprising some White House aides, including reopening some of the mental institutions 
shuttered in the 1970s to house worrisome teens who have not committed any crimes, and arming 
teachers or other school officials — controversial views that he would have difficulty garnering support for 
on Capitol Hill. (Johnson and Lima, 2/21) 

COVERAGE AND ACCESS 

The Associated Press: Liberal Group Proposing Plan for Health Coverage for All 
A major liberal policy group is raising the ante on the health care debate with a new plan that builds on 
Medicare to guarantee coverage for all. Called "Medicare Extra for All," the proposal to be released 
Thursday by the Center for American Progress gives politically energized Democrats more options to 
achieve a long-sought goal. (Alonso-Zaldivar, 2/22) 

PUBLIC HEALTH AND EDUCATION 

Stateline: Overdose Deaths Fall in 14 States 
New provisional data released this month by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention shows that 
drug overdose deaths declined in 14 states during the 12-month period that ended July 2017, a 
potentially hopeful sign that policies aimed at curbing the death toll may be working. In an opioid epidemic 
that began in the late 1990s, drug deaths have been climbing steadily every year, in nearly every state. A 
break in that trend, even if limited to just 14 states, has prompted cautious optimism among some public 
health experts. (Vestal, 2/22) 
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The New York Times: Working Nights May Raise Diabetes Risk 
Night-shift work is linked to an increased risk for Type 2 diabetes, a new study has found. British 
researchers used a large health database to compare diabetes prevalence in 47,286 night-shift workers 
with that of 224,928 day workers. (Bakalar, 2/21) 

PHARMACEUTICALS 

Reuters: Study Seeks to End Antidepressant Debate – The Drugs Do Work 
A vast research study that sought to settle a long-standing debate about whether or not anti-depressant 
drugs really work has found they are indeed effective in relieving acute depression in adults. The 
international study - a meta-analysis pooling results of 522 trials covering 21 commonly-used 
antidepressants and almost 120,000 patients - uncovered a range of outcomes, with some drugs proving 
more effective than others and some having fewer side effects. (Kelland, 2/22) 

Modern Healthcare: Treatment-Resistant Depression Doubles Patient Healthcare Costs 
Patients with major depression that is difficult to treat with traditional antidepressants have higher average 
costs for mental healthcare and non-mental healthcare compared with those who do respond to 
medication, and researchers say more should be done to curb those costs. A study published in the 
Journal of Clinical Psychiatry on Wednesday found that roughly 16% of patients with major depression 
have a treatment-resistant form of the disorder and do not respond to two or more antidepressants. That 
can cost an average of more than $17,000 per year in healthcare expenditures, compared with $9,700 
among non-treatment-resistant-depression patients. (Johnson, 2/21) 

The Associated Press: It's OK to Use Nasal Spray Flu Vaccine Again, US Panel Says 
It's OK for doctors to start using a kid-friendly nasal spray flu vaccine again, a federal panel said 
Wednesday. Two years ago, the advisory group pulled its recommendation for FluMist vaccine after 
research found it wasn't working against swine flu, the kind of flu that was making most people sick then. 
But the Advisory Committee of Immunization Practices voted 12-2 Wednesday to recommend the nasal 
spray as an option for next winter's flu season. (Stobbe, 2/21) 

The Hill: Health Chief Exploring More Actions on High Drug Prices 
Health and Human Services (HHS) Secretary Alex Azar says his department is working on additional 
proposals aimed at high drug prices, including some that could be enacted without congressional action. 
In an interview with WTHR in Indianapolis on Tuesday, Azar pointed to the proposals to Congress on 
drug pricing that the administration made in its budget this month, but also said the department is working 
on other proposals that might not need congressional approval. (Sullivan, 2/21) 

The Associated Press: US Panel Recommends New Adult Vaccine against Hepatitis B 
A federal advisory panel on Wednesday recommended a new vaccine against hepatitis B. The vaccine, 
called Heplisav-B, was licensed for use in the U.S. in November and is the first new hepatitis B vaccine in 
25 years. Hepatitis B vaccines have been in childhood shots for decades. But vaccination also is 
recommended for adults at high risk of infection, including people who inject drugs, health care workers 
and jail inmates. (Stobbe, 2/21) 
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QUALITY 

The New York Times: Complaints about Nursing Home Evictions Rise, and Regulators 
Take Note 
Six weeks after Deborah Zwaschka-Blansfield had the lower half of her left leg amputated, she received 
some news from the nursing home where she was recovering: Her insurance would no longer pay, and it 
was time to move on. The home wanted to release her to a homeless shelter or pay for a week in a motel. 
“That is not safe for me,” said Ms. Zwaschka-Blansfield, 59, who cannot walk and had hoped to stay in 
the home, north of Sacramento, until she could do more things for herself — like getting up if she fell. 
(Bernard and Pear, 2/22) 

EDITORIALS AND OPINIONS 

Stat: How Can We Remedy the Shortage of Health Providers? 
In a medical mecca like Boston, which is home to three medical schools and many world-class hospitals, 
you’d think that getting a timely appointment with a primary care physician or specialist would be a 
breeze. It isn’t. Finding a doctor is even harder in rural and underserved areas. Yet the public debate on 
health care remains focused on insurance and funding, and largely ignores the undersupply of health 
care professionals. Access to care means more than adequate insurance. (Jeffrey S. Flier, 2/21) 
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San Francisco Chronicle: California AG Launches Environmental Justice Unit Focused 
on Poorer Communities 
Frustrated by declining federal regulation of the environment and health disparities between poorer and 
wealthier communities, California Attorney General Xavier Becerra on Thursday appointed a team of 
lawyers to fight pollution. The four attorneys assigned to the new Bureau of Environmental Justice will 
focus on low-income Californians and people of color who suffer a “disproportionate share of 
environmental pollution and public health hazards,” according to Becerra’s office. (Fimrite, 2/22) 

CAPITOL HILL WATCH 

The Hill: House Panel Announces Opioid Enforcement Bills Ahead of Hearing 
A House Energy and Commerce subcommittee on Thursday unveiled eight bills it will examine during a 
hearing next week on enforcement-related measures to help combat the opioid crisis. Specifically, the 
hearing Wednesday will delve into how to help communities balance enforcement with patient safety; it’s 
the first of three hearings the panel will convene on opioid legislation. (Roubein, 2/22) 

ADMINISTRATION NEWS 

The New York Times: States Mull ‘Red Flag’ Gun Seizures from People Deemed 
Dangerous 
In the last two months, law enforcement authorities in California took a gun away from a 38-year-old man 
who had threatened to kill himself, his wife and their young child if she left him. They removed three 
weapons from a 23-year-old ex-Marine who, the authorities said, had developed a paranoia that all males 
wanted to harm him. And they took a handgun from a 39-year-old man whose terrified neighbors reported 
that he was firing his weapon in the backyard; the man, who said he thought he was aiming for raccoons 
and rats, was found to be intoxicated, the police said. (Johnson, 2/23) 

CNN: Trump's Language on School Shooter's Mental Health Could Be Harmful, Experts 
Say 
In a tweet Thursday, President Donald Trump described someone who would shoot up a school as a 
"savage sicko." At CNN's town hall on the Parkland, Florida, school shootings on Wednesday, NRA 
spokeswoman Dana Loesch described the gunman as "an insane monster" who is "nuts" and crazy." And 
at a White House briefing Thursday, the President again used the term "sicko." The shooter, Nikolas 
Cruz, struggled with depression, attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder and autism, according to a 2016 
Florida Department of Children and Families report. But having a mental health diagnosis does not mean 
he would become violent, many experts say. And although Trump has said he wants to focus on mental 
health to stop school shootings, calling Cruz a "sicko" doesn't help, those experts claim. (Christensen, 
2/22) 
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MEDICAID 

Kaiser Health News: Evaluations of Medicaid Experiments by States, CMS are Weak, 
GAO Says 
With federal spending on Medicaid experiments soaring in recent years, a congressional watchdog said 
state and federal governments fail to adequately evaluate if the efforts improve care and save money. A 
study by the Government Accountability Office released Thursday found some states don’t complete 
evaluation reports for up to seven years after an experiment begins and often fail to answer vital 
questions to determine effectiveness. The GAO also slammed the federal Centers for Medicare & 
Medicaid Services for failing to make results from Medicaid evaluation reports public in a timely manner. 
(Galewitz, 2/23) 

HEALTH LAW 

Modern Healthcare: HHS Deletes Budget Request for $11.5 Billion in Risk-Corridor 
Funding 
The HHS walked back a request for more than $11.5 billion to fund the Affordable Care Act's risk-corridor 
program after health insurers suing for those payments said the budget item strengthened their cases. 
Moda Health and Land of Lincoln Health, two of the more than three dozen insurance companies that 
have sued for the unpaid risk-corridor funds, stated in court documents that the federal agency's recent 
budget request flew in the face of the Trump and Obama administrations' argument that the government 
isn't obligated to pay them. (Llivingston, 2/22) 

MARKETPLACE 

Bloomberg: Even for Bezos, Fixing Health Care Will Be Hard 
It will initially focus on new technology to simplify and reduce costs for the three companies’ 1 million-plus 
employees. So far, though, it has no name, no definition and no permanent leader. That doesn’t mean it 
hasn’t scared investors in the health-care industry -- the announcement yo-yo’d the stocks of health 
insurers and drug plans. (Langreth and Tracer, 2/23) 

PUBLIC HEALTH AND EDUCATION 

NPR: New Sepsis Alert System Relies on Algorithms and a Nurse's Wisdom 
A quarter of a million Americans die every year from sepsis, which is the body's reaction to overwhelming 
infection. This cascade of organ failure can be nipped in the bud if health care workers know it's ramping 
up, but that's often not easy to do. "Sepsis is a really frustrating disease," says Dr. David Carlbom, a 
critical care pulmonologist, and medical director of the sepsis program at the Harborview Medical Center 
in Seattle. "There's no blood test for sepsis," he says. "There's nothing you can look at under the 
microscope and say 'this is sepsis.'" (Harris, 2/22) 
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San Jose Mercury News: Zuckerberg Plans Stanford Award to Fight Alzheimer's Disease 
The Chan Zuckerberg Initiative will be funding five-year and three-year grants to scientists, including one 
that will support early-career investigators willing to pursue bold, innovative ideas to fight the diseases, 
Stanford Medicine announced Tuesday. (Lee, 2/22) 

WOMEN’S HEALTH 

ProPublica: A Larger Role for Midwives Could Improve Deficient U.S. Care for Mothers 
and Babies 
Now a groundbreaking study, the first systematic look at what midwives can and can’t do in the states 
where they practice, offers new evidence that empowering them could significantly boost maternal and 
infant health. The five-year effort by researchers in Canada and the U.S., published Wednesday, found 
that states that have done the most to integrate midwives into their health care systems, including 
Washington, New Mexico and Oregon, have some of the best outcomes for mothers and babies. (Martin, 
2/22) 

PHARMACEUTICALS 

Stat: Trump: New HHS Chief Has Already Lowered Drug Prices 
Alex Azar has been on the job for less than a month, but President Trump believes his new health and 
human services secretary is making progress toward a feat that’s long bedeviled politicians and a host of 
other health care experts: lowering drug prices. “Secretary Alex Azar, who is really setting the world on 
fire now, huh, with your lowering of prescription drug prices and a lot of other things you’re doing, and we 
appreciate it very much,” Trump said, introducing him at a meeting on gun violence and school safety on 
Thursday. “A lot of people are seeing already what’s happening, especially the lowering of the price of 
health care.” (Mershon, 2/22) 

EDITORIALS AND OPINIONS 

Stat: Benzodiazepines: Our Other Prescription Drug Epidemic 
We need to pay more attention to America’s other prescription drug problem — the hidden epidemic of 
benzodiazepine use and abuse. Between 1996 and 2013, the number of adults who filled a 
benzodiazepine prescription increased by 67 percent, from 8.1 million to 13.5 million. Unlike opioid 
prescribing, which peaked in 2012 and has decreased nearly 20 percent since then, benzodiazepine 
prescribing continues to rise. The risk of overdose death goes up nearly fourfold when benzodiazepines 
are combined with opioids, yet rates of co-prescribing benzodiazepines and opioids nearly doubled 
between 2001 and 2013. Overdose deaths involving benzodiazepines increased more than sevenfold 
between 1999 and 2015. (Anna Lembke, 2/22) 
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