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AAF Biden is Using the Pandemic to
. Advance His Health Care Agenda
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Thisweek Congress began debating in earnest the details of the $1.9 trillion reconciliation bill that is
intended to serve asthe vehicle for President Biden’s American Recovery Plan. While the legislation has been
presented as a direct response to both the COVID-19 public health crisis and the ensuing economic fallout,
many of the health-related provisions are at best tangential to the pandemic. Recognizing that legislating in
adivided Senate could prove challenging, Democr ats ar e packing many of President Biden’s Affordable
CareAct (ACA) related policy initiativesinto thereconciliation bill, which can bypass a Senatefilibuster.

Three provisions are worth reviewing in some detail. First, the legislation would increase the size of ACA
subsidies for individual market health insurance and lift the income cap on who is eligible for those subsidies.
Second, the legislation would limit excess premium tax credit recapture. And third, the legislation includes a
bizarre effort to treat anyone who receives unemployment assistance asif his or her income were no greater than
133 percent of the federal poverty level (FPL), regardless of actual income, for the purpose of calculating ACA
subsidies. Let’slook at each of these in turn.

Under the ACA, a household’ s subsidy is adjusted based on income and the cost of the benchmark Silver
plan in therating area. A household’s subsidy must be lar ge enough to ensurethat the household does not
pay mor e than a specified per centage of income, relativeto the FPL. The reconciliation bill would reduce
these per centages substantially in order to increase the size of the premium subsidy for 2021 and 2022,
and it would also allow those making more than 400 percent of FPL to receive subsidies for the first time.
While these provisions are being presented as a response to the financial har dships faced by households
experiencing lost employment dueto COVID-19, that justification makes little sense. If it were reasonable
for a household making 150 percent of FPL to pay 4.14 percent of itsincome toward insurance premiums before
the pandemic, there is no reason that 4.14 percent of household income would now be unreasonable because of
the pandemic. The ACA premium tax credits already become more generous as income decreases, regardless of
why the income decreases.

A different provision that isactually related to the pandemic would exempt all excess premium subsidies
from recapturefor the 2020 tax year. This proposal makes some sense. A household that experienced job
loss, resulting in loss of insurance, and that then procured subsidized coverage through the ACA might easily
have miscalculated its ultimate income. Clawing back excess subsidy dollars from families and individuals
already struggling with unemployment seems excessive under the circumstances.

But then, in atruly bizarre move, the legislation would also requirethat a household’s 2021 income be
assumed to be 133 percent of FPL—regardless of actual income—if an individual in the household
qualifiesfor aweek or more of unemployment compensation. To understand this policy, imagine two
households with income of 250 percent of FPL in 2021—the first experiencing job loss, and the second not.
Under the legislation, the second family would owe 4 percent of household income toward its ACA insurance
premium, while the first family with the exact same amount of income would owe nothing because it had
experienced job loss. Similarly, a household could ultimately have income in excess of 500 percent of FPL and
receive fully subsidized health insurance because of as little as one week of unemployment benefits during
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2021. Whilethe provisions around ACA premiums are down payments on a long-held desire on the left to
expand the ACA and move toward single-payer cover age, this provision issimply nonsensical aswell as
unfair.

For the most part, these policies will not address the pandemic or its economic fallout—for a particularly
egregious example, note that the bill includes a new $20 million grant program for state-based exchange
upgrades. But President Biden and congressional Democr ats know that future legislative successis not
guaranteed in the 117th Congress, and so they are using the pandemic to advance the president’s broader
agenda now.

CHART REVIEW: WHERE DOES THE UNITED STATES STAND ON
COVID-19 VACCINATION?

Ashley Brooks, Health Policy Intern

Forecasting vaccine rollout within the United States has been difficult, as pharmaceutical production timelines
are not publicly available. Two vaccines have received Emergency Use Authorizations from the Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) so far—the Pfizer-BioNTech and Moderna vaccines. Both the Pfizer and Moderna
vaccines require two doses to reach their efficacy rates of approximately 95 percent and 94 percent,
respectively. While these efficacy rates are high, distribution of the vaccine has remained limited. The United
States has purchased 300 million vaccine doses from both M oderna and Pfizer, with full delivery expected by
September. Because of the two-dose requirement, these purchases would allow the vaccination of roughly 300
million Americans. Additionally, the United States has already ordered 100 million vaccine doses from Johnson
& Johnson, but this vaccineis still awaiting FDA emergency use authorization. Below is an estimation of the
progress of the vaccination rollout within the United States. Both administration and distribution are analyzed
against the total COVID-19 vaccine alocation by pharmaceutical company. Collectively, about 9 percent of
total vaccines purchased by the United States have been delivered, and about 6 percent of the total vaccines
have been administered.
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https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/different-vaccines/Pfizer-BioNTech.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/different-vaccines/Moderna.html
https://investors.modernatx.com/news-releases/news-release-details/moderna-confirms-discussions-us-government-additional-100
https://www.fiercepharma.com/pharma/order-up-u-s-goverment-calls-pfizer-moderna-for-200-million-more-vaccines
https://www.wsj.com/articles/johnson-johnson-seeks-emergency-use-vaccine-authorization-11612480550

