October 20, 2014

The Honorable Sylvia Mathews Burwell, Secretary

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services

200 Independence Avenue, S.W.

Washington, DC 20201

Dear Secretary Burwell:
On behalf of the National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI), we appreciate the opportunity to comment on the Iowa waiver amendment regarding Non-Emergency Medical Transportation (NEMT). NAMI is the nation’s largest grassroots mental health organization dedicated to building better lives for the millions of Americans affected by mental illness. In partnership with its state organizations and affiliates, in Iowa and other states, NAMI advocates for access to services, treatment, supports and research and is steadfast in its commitment to raising awareness and building a community of hope for all of those in need. 
NAMI applauds the decision by the state of Iowa to accept federal Medicaid funding to cover newly eligible adults. However, we harbor serious concerns about the request to waive NEMT. For individuals living with mental illness, access to regular, ongoing quality mental health care is critical. This waiver request does acknowledge that some individuals may need access to NEMT services. As a solution to this, the request proposes creating a subgroup of individuals who would be medically exempt from the waiver. NAMI remains concerned about individuals with mental illness who may not reach the “medically exempt” threshold, but still need NEMT services. For these individuals, access to regular treatment will minimize the need for costly and disruptive crisis care. 
As part of its request to waive Non-Emergency Medical Transportation, Iowa has submitted data collected by the University of Iowa Public Policy Center demonstrating that lack of transportation impeded access to care among members of the Iowa Health and Wellness Program. In fact, 20 percent of members in the Wellness program and 10 percent of members in Medicaid could not access transportation for necessary medical and preventive care.
This  data also indicates that Medicaid beneficiaries who do utilize NEMT, often do so to access essential mental health services. The most frequent request for NEMT trips of over 30 miles was for mental health services. Access to mental  health services was the second most frequent request for members who requested NEMT services five or more times each month. 
Because transportation is so critical to prompt appropriate treatment in the least restrictive setting, NAMI urges CMS to reject Iowa’s request to continue waiving the NEMT benefit for members under the Iowa Health and Wellness plan who are not medically exempt. 
Should you require further information, please contact Ron Honberg rhonberg@nami.org , Dania Douglas ddouglas@nami.org or Nancy Hale hale1605@aol.com. 
