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December 6, 2015

The Honorable Sylvia Mathews Burwell
Secretary of U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
200 Independence Avenue SW
Washington, D.C. 20201

Dear Madam Secretary:

Thank you for the opportunity to submit a comment on Arizona’s proposed 1115 Medicaid waiver renewal application related to the Arizona Health Care Cost Containment System (AHCCCS) program.  The changes proposed by the state of Arizona would put, by the state’s own admission, over half a million of its most vulnerable citizens who are living in poverty at great risk of losing their coverage. We write to express our disapproval of the proposed changes, which are unjust and should be rejected.  

NETWORK, a National Catholic Social Justice Lobby, was founded by Catholic sisters over 40 years ago and is rooted in Catholic social justice tradition.  We have members in all Congressional districts, including 1,694 members in the state of Arizona. Catholic social teaching is premised on the belief that every person has inherent dignity and that we have a sacred obligation to care for one another.  Access to quality affordable healthcare is a social good and a basic human right.  NETWORK has called for universal access to a health system that serves all people, especially our most vulnerable individuals and families. Our commitment to providing quality healthcare is our nation’s means of carrying out our enduring responsibility to nurture the dignity of every person.

Our sisters and lay members have a long history of encounter with those living on the margins. It is this experience that grounds our vision and our advocacy.  It is essential to address the root causes of poverty and inequality in order to create a more just and peaceful society.  Healthcare is essential to life and must be genuinely affordable and accessible to people of all income levels with particular concern for children, the disabled, and the elderly.  Proposed changes to the AHCCCS will hinder access to this vital program by placing new barriers to healthcare in the form of increased premiums and co-pays for Medicaid beneficiaries with little or no income; mandating work requirements; and placing a lifetime limit on Medicaid coverage.  The effect of these changes would be catastrophic for individuals living in poverty who need access to care.


NETWORK members have worked to ensure healthcare access for the most vulnerable is protected and expanded with Medicaid. From 2013-2014, Arizona saw a 14% reduction in the uninsured rate, with 1.5 million people covered as of May 2015. These gains are largely due to Medicaid expansion and its success should be celebrated. However, there are still far too many people in Arizona who do not have healthcare coverage – 14.5% of residents. Efforts to expand the program to uninsured Arizonans should be a key ongoing policy objective of the program.  

The proposed changes to the AHCCCS would also disproportionately impact women and people of color.  The poverty rate of women in Arizona is 17.4%. However, women of color disproportionately experience poverty. According to 2015 Census data, 35.5% of Native American women in Arizona live in poverty, along with 26.6% of Hispanic/Latina women, and 24.9% of black women. Furthermore, 40.3% of female-headed households are living in poverty. Additional fees or barriers to Medicaid will excessively affect women of color and their families.

These working families are also hit harder financially, particularly when considering the gender wage gap in Arizona. Overall, women make 84 cents to a man’s dollar.  This is even more pronounced for women of color. African American women make 67.5 cents, to a man’s dollar and Latina women make 53.6 cents to a man’s dollar. Furthermore, affording quality childcare creates exorbitant costs for these working families. In Arizona, the annual child care cost for a 4-year-old is 44.7% of full-time, full-year minimum-wage earnings. Care for an infant is even more substantial, taking up 55.9% of full-time, full-year minimum-wage earning. Proposing member contributions and work requirements overlooks the realities of families who are working hard and struggling just to get by.

The impact on seniors and people with disabilities is also concerning. Health care and long-term care for seniors alone makes up 63% of Medicaid costs, using the program to help pay for services that Medicare does not cover. Furthermore, long-term care allows seniors and people with disabilities to utilize home-based care and remain living in their communities. Time-sensitive program limitations would be damaging for these and other populations.  
On behalf of our members, constituents, and in the service of the common good, NETWORK opposes these changes and respectively requests the Obama Administration reject any modifications to the AHCCCS.  

As Pope Francis said in his recent address to Congress, “Our efforts must aim at restoring hope, righting wrongs, maintaining commitments, and thus promoting the well-being of individuals and of peoples. We must move together, as one, in a renewed spirit of fraternity and solidarity, cooperating generously for the common good.” Surely, taking Medicaid away from families living on the margins would do little at restoring hope and maintaining commitments, and would not promote the wellbeing of families. 


We at NETWORK advocate for all people to live dignified lives, including the ability to receive health care. Changes sought by the state of Arizona listed in the 1115 demonstration fail the clear moral test to promote life and the dignity of all.  People of faith know that healthcare is a fundamental human right, and we urge the Administration to reject the state's proposal and send a clear signal to other states that it will not consider proposals that would lead to coverage losses among the Medicaid expansion population.

Thank you for your time in reviewing these comments. 

Sincerely,
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Simone Campbell, SSS, 
Executive Director
NETWORK, A National Catholic Social Justice Lobby
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