
 
{{FirstName or 'Friends'}} --
 
The 2023 session of the Georgia General Assembly kicks off this
Monday, which marks my official transition from Senator to Representative.
This newsletter is my last as Senator, but I’m excited to start this new year and a
new session in the House! I  have ambitious plans for this new session, which
includes coalition-building and a robust legislative agenda.  Please read more
below about what we can expect this session, and upcoming events for you to join
us.  
 
Stay tuned for next week’s newsletters chronicling my first week as a
Representative, introductions to new Team Au members and ways for you to be
involved this session.  If you are able, please consider making a contribution
before MIDNIGHT on Sunday so Team Au has all the resources needed to work
towards our vision for a healthy future for all Georgians. 
 

Donate

Let’s get into it!

Heading into the 2023-2024 Session: What Can We Expect?

Many have asked what the status is of Medicaid expansion here in Georgia.
The answer is that there have been some indications that the GOP could be
softening their stance against full expansion, particularly given the continued
burden on our healthcare system (exemplified by not only the many rural hospital
closures over the past decade, but also most recently by the closure of the Atlanta
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Medical Center. One impediment I see is its continued framing as a political issue
rather than as the public health issue it is.)

Further, we face the looming issue of “Medicaid unwinding.” What does this
term mean? Essentially, during the COVID-related public health emergency
(PHE), states were bound to provide continuous coverage for Medicaid patients.
When this PHE ends in 2023, hundreds of thousands of Georgians risk losing
coverage. And because 69% of Medicaid recipients are children, our
pediatric population will bear the brunt of this coverage loss. You can
read more on Medicaid Unwinding here.
 
Healthcare access will be a key issue in 2023, and so to make sure we’re
ready to hit the ground running, we’ll be hosting a webinar on Friday,
January 13 at 12pm with experts from the Georgia Budget & Policy
Institute! The webinar will review where we currently stand on healthcare access
generally in Georgia, continuing and upcoming concerns regarding coverage, and
the fiscal and budgetary state policy strategies available to address these issues.
See below for more details and to register. 
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Our Priority Bills 

The 2023 session may well be a tumultuous one at the Gold Dome, as the most
recent election saw a tremendous amount of turnover in the legislature and a slate
of new leaders in the majority caucus. 
 
So while it is not entirely clear how the 2023 session may shape up, Team Au
has been working hard drafting our legislative agenda. Here are some of
our priority bills:

Gun Safety

My top priority Safe Storage bill seeks to address the risk of what has, as of 2020,
become the #1 cause of pediatric death in the country.
 
That cause is guns.
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An average of 146 children and teens die by guns every year in Georgia, and our
state has the 9th-highest rate of gun violence in the nation. We cannot afford to
treat this crisis as a political issue. Gun safety is a public health issue, and we
owe it to our children to mount a bipartisan effort to keep our communities safer.
 
My safe storage bill is simple. The bill would make it illegal to store,
transport, or abandon an unsecured firearm in a place where it can be
accessed by a minor. This change would address not just the issue of
accidental injuries or school shootings (which tend to get the most attention) but
also mitigate the top cause of gun death in this country, which is suicide. After a
prolonged bipartisan focus on mental health during the 2022 legislative session, I
see this gun safety bill as a natural extension of that work.
 
In addition to this safe storage bill, I will be re-introducing two gun safety bills in
the 2023 session: universal background checks and mandatory three-day
waiting periods for gun purchases.

Raising Georgia’s Tobacco Tax

By raising Georgia’s tobacco tax to match the national average, my  priority bill
aims to increase state revenue while also decreasing our state’s health costs. 
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At present, Georgia’s tobacco tax is among the lowest in the nation, at
37 cents per pack. The national average is $1.91 per pack. Raising the
tobacco tax helps Georgia in at least two ways. 
 
First, as noted, it generates revenue for the state. A fiscal analysis from 2018
shows that raising the tobacco tax even just up to $1 or $1.50/pack could generate
between $416 and $588 million per year on average–revenue which could be
reinvested into our state’s under-resourced healthcare system.
 
Further, tobacco smoking is the leading preventable cause of death in
the U.S. It causes nearly 1 in 5 deaths due to a number of chronic diseases
affecting nearly every system of the body. Raising the state tobacco tax in other
states has been shown to decrease smoking rates, preventable chronic health
harms, and death, especially in young people. 

Long and Short-Term Insulin Safety Net

With the Biden Administration’s passage of the Inflation Reduction Act, Medicare
patients are now protected by a $35/month cap on the cost of insulin. I have two
bills that aim to extend these protections to non-Medicare patients,
providing both a short-term and long-term safety net program, so that patients no
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longer have to suffer grave consequences when they cannot afford this century-
old, lifesaving medication.

Some background: 

The price of the 4 most popular types of insulin has TRIPLED over the past
decade. 
People with diabetes account for $1 of every $4 spent on healthcare in the
U.S. 
While 20 states and D.C. have capped copays on insulin and diabetes
devices/supplies, Georgia is not among them.

I've drafted two bills to build an insulin safety net program in Georgia
based on Minnesota's Alec Smith Insulin Affordability Act. The first bill is the
Georgia Urgent Insulin Safety Net Program Act. It creates a system
wherein eligible Georgians with an insulin prescription can receive a 30-day
supply of insulin immediately at their pharmacy for no more than $35. 
 
The second bill is the Georgia Continuing Insulin Safety Net Program Act.
It creates a system wherein eligible Georgians with an insulin prescription can
receive up to a year supply of insulin for no more than $75 per 90-day refill.
 
The bills require that for eligible patients, pharmacies charge ≤ $35 (Urgent) or
$75 (Continuing) for the insulin prescribed. It then requires the manufacturer to
reimburse the pharmacy for its actual acquisition cost, or to send a replacement
supply of insulin.
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Emergency Ground Transport Pricing Transparency

My next bill addresses a problem many in the community have faced: surprise
medical bills for ground ambulance transfers.

Example: A patient requires urgent medical care. They call 911. An ambulance is
dispatched and takes them to the hospital. Later, the patient receives a $2,000 bill
for the transport. Apparently the ambulance company was "out of network" and
not covered by their insurance. 
 
GA passed HB 888 (the Surprise Billing Consumer Protection Act) in
2020. This law requires insurers to cover emergency services regardless of
whether the provider is in a patient's insurance network. However, this
requirement does not include ground ambulance transport. Similarly, the
federal No Surprises Act (2020) protects patients from surprise medical bills for
most emergency care, but NOT ground ambulance services. Out-of-network
charges are much higher than in-network, averaging ~$450 for ground
ambulances. 
 
Several states have implemented surprise billing protections for ground
ambulances. For state-regulated plans, 10 states (including our neighbor Florida)
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provide some measure of consumer protection for patients needing emergency
ground transport. 
 
These protections avert two harms. The first is the burden on patients. The second
is patients avoiding emergency care due to fear of incurring these costs. The
nature of this bill relates to the first piece of legislation I introduced in 2021, SB
82.

Additional Priorities

In addition to the four priority bills listed above, I am working on:

A bill to eliminate the sales tax on diapers
A bill to eliminate the sales tax on menstrual products 
A resolution to amend the state constitution in favor of a bipartisan, non-
legislative redistricting committee to draw electoral maps.

 

Asian American and Pacific Islander Legislative Caucus Update

This winter, my fellow lawmakers and I were proud to announce Georgia’s first
ever Asian American Pacific Islander (AAPI) Legislative Caucus. As of the 2023
session, this caucus will have 11 active members and 3 emeritus members. Of
note, this makes Georgia’s the largest state legislative AAPI Caucus in the nation
with the exception of Hawaii.
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I was honored to join “Closer Look with Rose Scott” on WABE to talk about the
historic nature of this caucus and our goals to build cross-cultural coalitions and
empower minority voices in Georgia. Listen to our conversation here.  

HD 50: In-District Activities

On Wednesday, January 4th, I hosted
my fourth pre-session office hours to
allow my constituents in HD 50 to chat
with me about their priority issues,
questions, or concerns. We had a
wonderful turnout, and talked about
everything from affordable housing to
insulin pricing to ranked choice voting
to gun safety. HD 50 is engaged and
ready for session! (Thanks as always
to Six Bridges Brewing for hosting!)
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Upcoming Events

JANUARY 11, 3pm-4pm: Legislative Field Trip to Mercy Care Clinic

This event, open to legislators and their staff only, is a field trip to a clinic near the
Capitol providing physical and mental health care for the homeless.
 

It's critical members of our legislature witness first-hand the healthcare access
issues that our underserved communities are facing. I'll report back on the visit
and I encourage you to read the below fact sheet and consider supporting
organizations like Mercy Care, which provide lifesaving treatments to our fellow
Georgians. 
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JANUARY 13, 12pm-1pm: Healthcare Access 101 Forum

Join me and healthcare policy experts from the Georgia Budget and Policy
Institute to review the state of Georgia’s healthcare policy.
 
This webinar is open to all legislators and staff in the Georgia General Assembly,
as well as to the general public. To join us, register HERE.

JANUARY 26, 9am-5pm: #TeamAu Blood Drive 

Join us for our first #TeamAu Blood Drive in 2023 down at the Capitol!
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There is a national shortage of donated blood. This blood could be life-saving for
trauma patients, cancer patients, patients with sickle cell disease, and patients
needing surgery, just to name a few. Your donation could save up to 3 lives!
 
Sign up HERE!
 
Walk in appointments will also be available!

Donate

As always, please do not hesitate to reach out to our office should you need any
assistance, would like to drop by to visit during session, or if your school would
like to arrange for me to visit with students. It has been my honor to represent you
in the State Senate, and I look forward to continuing to fight for you in the State
House.
 
In Service,
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