NACHSA Congressional Update:

Congress debated a number of items of importance to human services administrators this week, including another debate on the State Children’s Health Insurance Program, action on food stamps, movement on the Labor-HHS spending bill and continuing efforts on child support funding. 

SCHIP: On October 25, the House again failed to adopt a ‘veto-proof’ bill reauthorizing the State Children’s Health Insurance (SCHIP) program. The Democratic leadership attempted to re-write some of the bill President Bush vetoed earlier this month in an attempt to make it more clear that the reauthorization would continue to deny assistance to undocumented immigrants; would phase out coverage of childless adults under the program; and would cap state expansions to 300 percent of the federal poverty level. The changes garnered one less vote for passage, however, and that was a Republican who now opposed the legislation due to the lack of time to review the new measure. Click here to see how your member voted.  
The Senate will likely consider the new bill next week and House Democratic leaders have left open the door to possible additional changes, but given the heated debate in the House, it is not at all certain what changes would garner new supporters.  House leadership is now signaling that SCHIP funding may be extended on a continuing resolution until next fall, with a another vote right before the elections. Given a possible extension of funding until next fall, the question going forward is how much funding would be included in an extension. If it is current level spending, then a number of states could face shortfalls operating current programs in the coming months.  There would not be enough money in the short term for states considering extending coverage within the next year or so to 300 percent of the federal poverty level.

Food Stamps: The Senate Agriculture Committee reported out its version of the farm bill on October 25. The bill contains the reauthorization of the food stamp program (FSP). The full Senate may take up the bill as early as next week. The House adopted its bill a few months ago. Here is a short synopsis of the Senate’s provisions. 

· There is a slight change to the FSP standard income deduction – it would increase to $140 (the House is at $145) and then index for inflation. 

· The Senate bill would increase the FSP minimum benefit from $10 a month to $12 a month and index it to inflation in subsequent years. – It has not been adjusted in nearly 30 years and would assist 738,000 people.  The House bill increases the minimum to $16 with an inflation index thereafter.

· The Senate would index the $2,000 FSP asset limit to inflation – it has been at that level since 1986.

· There are a number of other income disregards in the bill that are similar to the House-passed bill, including eliminating the cap on the dependent care deduction and excluding retirement assets and education accounts from the assets limits.   

 

Click here for an excellent summary (27 pp.) prepared by the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. The actual Senate bill may be accessed here.  

Senate Acts on Labor HHS Appropriations: Also this week, the full Senate adopted its version of the bill funding HHS programs for FY 2008. The vote was a veto-proof 75-19. The House adopted its version earlier this year -- 276-140 – short of the 290 votes necessary to override a promised veto by the president. House and Senate negotiators will work on a compromise bill and may send it to the president in early November. The bill will essentially fund most HHS programs at FY 2007 levels or provide single-digit percentage increases.  Click here for a congressional chart listing the status of all of FY 2008 bills. None have been enacted into law and the likelihood remains very high that a huge omnibus bill enacting all spending measures would be enacted right before Christmas. The current short-term spending bill expires November 16.  

Child Support Website Launched:  A new website is available at http://www.savechildsupport.org/ to assist you in efforts to garner additional co-sponsors for the bill to restore the cuts made to the child support program. Those efforts are paying off.  This week, five more House members and two additional Senators co-sponsored the bill (H.R. 1386/S. 803) to restore the Deficit Reduction Act cuts. We are urging the House and Senate to attach the bill to a larger, ‘must-pass’ piece of legislation before the end of the year. The website allows you to send a letter to your member of congress urging their support. Click here for an updated list of co-sponsors. 
Meth & Child Welfare Grants Released: HHS has just awarded $40 million in grants over the next five years to help children whose parents abuse methamphetamine or other substances. Fifty-three grants were made, including grants to a number of counties.  Awards for future years are contingent on available funds.  Some grantees will establish or expand substance abuse treatment programs targeting families involved with the child welfare system, while others will focus on child- focused interventions, system wide collaboration efforts and capacity building, and other services focused on improving outcomes for children and families impacted by substance abuse. 

To see a complete list of grantees, visit the FY 2007 Children's Bureau Discretionary Grant Awards link.
