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W ith government funding 
set to run out in a mat-
ter of weeks (Sept. 30), 

Congress is once again considering 
a stop-gap funding bill—also called 
a continuing resolution or CR—to 
avoid a government shutdown. 
CRs are short-term funding mea-
sures that typically extend funding 
at current levels until agreement 
can be reached on new appropria-
tions bills. 

The 12 regular appropriations 
bills (Table 1) must be approved 
annually and provide discretionary 
funding for numerous activities, 
including national defense, educa-
tion, and health and human servic-
es (HHS). Each must be approved 
by both the full House and the full 
Senate. Before Congress recessed in 
August, both the House and Sen-
ate Appropriations Committees 
had passed all 12 bills, and the full 
House had taken action on 6, pass-
ing all. None of the appropriations 
bills has been considered by the full 
Senate. 

The impasse on the Senate side 
is due not only to disagreements 
about spending levels, but also to 
pressure by legislators willing to 
risk a government shutdown to 
achieve other goals. Before heading 
back to their home states for the 
August district work period, legis-
lators acknowledged the standstill 
and stressed that no decisions have 
been made on how to address the 
issue.

“It’s pretty clear, given the num-
ber of days we’re going to be here 
in September, that we’re going to 
have to do a CR of some sort,” 
House Speaker John Boehner (R-
Ohio) said. “But no decisions have 

been made about that. We’ll deal 
with it in September when we get 
back.”

Appropriations and orthopaedics
Several appropriations bills have 
an impact on orthopaedics, includ-
ing the Labor-HHS-Education 
spending bill and the Defense 
appropriations bill. The House 
Appropriations Committee has ap-
proved a $153 billion Labor-HHS-
Education spending bill, but the 
measure has yet to be considered 
by the full House. 

If enacted, the funding measure 
would cut $4 billion from 2015 
appropriations levels. It would also 
provide $71.3 billion for HHS—an 
increase of $298 million above last 
year’s level. The bill also increases 
funding for the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC) by 
$140 million and for the National 
Institutes of Health (NIH) by  
$1.1 billion. 

That’s good news for orthopae-
dics, and shows that ongoing ef-
forts to educate Congress about the 
importance of federal funding for 
research are working. The fund-
ing announcement comes several 
months after orthopaedic surgeons 
and their patients met with mem-
bers of Congress to discuss the 
need for increased musculoskeletal 
research funding. (See “Snow, 
Shutdown Don’t Stop Research 
Advocacy Efforts,” AAOS Now, 
April 2015.) The physicians and 
their patients specifically urged 
Congress to appropriate adequate 
funding to NIH.

“The AAOS has continually 
advocated for increased research 
funding for the NIH and we ap-
plaud the inclusion of critical fi-
nancial resources for the agency,” 
stated AAOS President David D. 
Teuscher, MD. “Nearly one in 
three Americans has a musculo-
skeletal impairment that requires 
medical care. Each year, the 
United States spends $874 billion 
on health care for persons with 
musculoskeletal diagnoses. 

“NIH funds support research 
that provides new and innovative 
treatments to help people regain 
lost mobility and return to a higher 
quality of life,” he continued. “We 
thank Congress for this important 
investment in our nation’s health.”

The Appropriations Commit-
tee report accompanying the bill 

also contains language regarding 
ICD-10. While report language is 
not statutory (and so is not legally 
binding), it does put the Centers 
for Medicare & Medicaid Ser-
vices (CMS) on notice and may be 
helpful in generating support for 
other bills aimed at delaying or 
relaxing current implementation 
requirements. 

“The Committee is concerned 
that implementation of the ICD-10 
coding system will place a hardship 
on physicians, in particular those 
in small practices,” the report 
states. “The Committee urges the 
Secretary (of HHS) to work with 
medical providers to establish a 
hardship exemption for those prac-
tices that would be harmed by the 
change.”

Defunding AHRQ
However, the House bill would 
eliminate funding for the U.S. 
Agency for Healthcare Research 
and Quality (AHRQ), an organiza-
tion that works with the HHS de-
partment to “produce evidence to 
make health care safer, higher qual-
ity, more accessible, equitable, and 
affordable.” The agency also sup-
ports research to improve health-
care quality and outcomes, and is 
currently funded with a $440 mil-
lion operating budget through the 
end of the current fiscal year  
(Sept. 30). Under terms of a draft 
funding bill, the AHRQ would 
be “terminated,” effective Oct. 1, 
2015.

The AAOS joined more than 140 
other groups in opposing the pro-
posed cuts. In a letter to Congress, 
the groups explained the signifi-
cance of maintaining funding for 
the AHRQ.

“AHRQ-funded research … fuels 
innovation and improves quality, 
identifies waste, and enhances ef-
ficiency in the health care system,” 
the letter states. “To ‘terminate’ 
AHRQ in the current fiscal envi-
ronment is pennywise and pound 
foolish. Our nation spends $3 tril-
lion annually on health care—the 
largest share of which are fed-
eral purchases through Medicare, 
Medicaid, the Federal Employees 
Health Benefits Plan, insurance ex-
changes, TRICARE, and veterans’ 
health care. Americans deserve reli-
able information on how to deliver 
the best possible care, at the great-
est value, with the best outcomes. 
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TABLE 1: FEDERAL APPROPRIATIONS BILLS

Agriculture, Rural Development, Food & Drug Administration

Commerce, Justice, Science *

Defense *

Energy, Water Development *

Financial Services, General Government

Homeland Security

Interior, Environment

Labor, Health & Human Services, Education

Legislative Branch *

Military Construction Veterans Affairs *

State, Foreign Operations

Transportation, Housing and Urban Development *

Note: All bills have passed out of committee. As of Aug. 15, starred (*) categories have been  
approved by the full House.
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