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WASHINGTON, DC 20510

December 21, 2020
The Honorable Alex Azar Il The Honorable Seema Verma
Secretary Administrator
US Department of Health & Human Services Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services
200 Independence Avenue S.W. US Department of Health and Human Services
Washington, DC 20201 7500 Security Boulevard
Baltimore, MD 21244

Dear Secretary Azar and Administrator Verma:

We write to emphasize the urgent need to provide COVID-19 vaccines to residents and workers in our nation’s
nursing homes and long-term care facilities. More than 115,000 residents and workers of long-term care
facilities in the United States have died of COVID-19 to date, and Federal data show that the pace of COVID-
19 infections and deaths in nursing homes is rising rapidly.' In the last two weeks alone, roughly 11,000
residents and workers in long-term care facilities succumbed to COVID-19, underscoring the pressing need to
swiftly and efficiently administer vaccines in these settings.> While the Trump Administration has suggested
that every nursing home resident could be vaccinated against COVID-19 by Christmas, it is evident that many
residents and workers may end up waiting weeks or months to receive a vaccine.® Given the devastating toll
that the virus has taken on nursing home residents and workers, it is critical that the U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services (HHS) and the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) provide Congress and
the public with regular and transparent updates about the progress of administering vaccines in nursing homes
as part of its COVID-19 data collection and reporting.

While vaccinations have begun in states across the nation, more than a dozen states have reported that their
allocations for the second week of vaccine shipments are less than they expected—an error acknowledged by
the head of Operation Warp Speed.* In the days since the Food and Drug Administration issued an Emergency
Use Authorization for the Pfizer-BioNTech COVID-19 vaccine, there has been a growing list of issues,
foreseeable and unforeseeable, that appear likely to slow the vaccine distribution timeline. Such issues include
the Trump Administration forecasting that vaccine allocations for the week of December 21 will be hundreds of
thousands of doses less than the first week’s projected allocation,” reports of doses being discarded after
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arriving at vaccination sites at the wrong temperature,® and potential transportation delays due to a large
snowstorm that led hundreds of commercial flights to be cancelled.” Similarly, the governor of Florida this
week announced shipping delays for hundreds of thousands of vaccine doses,® while Tennessee is diverting
vaccine supplies to a state stockpile, reducing the volume of vaccines available.” Such delays seem likely to
slow down the delivery of COVID-19 vaccines to nursing homes and long-term care facilities, which are home
to people at the highest risk of severe symptoms, hospitalization or death.

We are also troubled by reports that the Trump Administration’s strategy for delivering vaccines to long-term
care facilities through contractors has been met with early challenges and delays.!? The Federal government has
contracted with Walgreens and CVS to deliver vaccines to long-term care facilities that choose to have their
residents and workers vaccinated through the Pharmacy Partnership for Long-Term Care Program (LTC
Partnership).!! While this LTC Partnership was announced in October, reports indicate that the Walgreens and
CVS distributions will lag behind other vaccine distributions to health care facilities by at least a week.!? With
tens of thousands of facilities yet to be scheduled, and CVS and Walgreens still staffing up to support this
vaccination mission, residents and workers in long-term care facilities may face significant delays in being
vaccinated.'?

We are similarly concerned that the growing number of nursing homes experiencing severe staffing shortages
across the nation will only exacerbate the difficulty of administering vaccines in these facilities. A report we
issued December 10, 2020, found that one in six nursing homes reported a nursing shortage as of late
November. Moreover, there were 21 states in which 25 percent or more of nursing homes reporting shortages
among nurses, including 12 states in which 30 percent or more reported nursing shortages.'* Nursing homes that
lack an adequate workforce will be less prepared to accept vaccines; further, as workers return to work after
illness or quarantine—or as new workers are hired—nursing homes face the challenge of vaccinating those on
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the front lines on a rolling basis. Ensuring that long-term care workers have ready access to the vaccine will be
critical to stopping the COVID-19 crisis in our nation’s nursing homes.

The weekly nursing home data required and posted by CMS provides families, policymakers and heath care
experts with timely information about how COVID-19 is affecting nursing home residents and workers. Given
the range of issues affecting COVID-19 vaccine delivery to nursing homes and the devastating death toll in
these facilities, the collection and dissemination of similar data regarding vaccine distribution is warranted.
While CVS and Walgreens are required to provide vaccination data to government health authorities, it is not
clear that the Trump Administration has any plan to make nursing home vaccination data available to the
public.'®> Additionally, there is little visibility into the vaccination rates and timelines for facilities that choose
not to participate in the LTC Partnership, and what—if any—data is being collected at the federal level about
vaccinations at these facilities.

Therefore, we urge you to immediately make public the data provided to the Federal government by CVS and
Walgreens and begin collecting and posting facility-level data about the number of residents and workers in
nursing homes vaccinated outside of the LTC Partnership. By year’s end, nursing homes should begin reporting
the number of residents and workers who have received COVID-19 vaccines; these data should, in turn, be
included in the weekly COVID-19 reports issued by CMS. Going forward, COVID-19 vaccination data should
be included in Minimum Data Set reporting requirements and Nursing Home Compare—similar to flu and
pneumonia vaccines.

Thank you for your attention to this important matter.

Sincerely,

Ron Wyden Robert P. Casey, Jr.

Ranking Member Ranking Member

Senate Committee on Finance Special Committee on Aging
cc: Dr. Robert Redfield, Director, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

15 LTC Partnership Press Release, supra note 11.





