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Thank you to Chair Krueger, Chair Weinstein, and members of the Senate Finance and Assembly Ways
and Means and Committees for the opportunity to testify today. I am pleased to provide testimony on
behalf of the New York Health Foundation (NYHealth), a private, independent, statewide foundation
dedicated to improving the health of all New Yorkers, especially people of color and others who have
been historically marginalized.

As we recover from the pandemic and build back a better health system, the main focus must be
expanding and strengthening primary care. Specifically, New York should:

e Devote a greater share of its total health spending to primary and preventive care;
e Develop the non-clinical segments of the primary care workforce; and
e Use primary care to improve racial equity.

The Proven Benefits of Primary Care

Primary care is often a patient’s first point of contact in the health care system. High-quality primary care
provides ongoing, relationship-based care that meets the health needs and preferences of individuals,
families, and communities. Time and again, evidence has shown the importance of accessible, high-
quality primary care. People who receive primary care are significantly more likely to get effective
preventive care like cancer screenings, flu shots, and nutrition counseling.! They also exhibit better health
outcomes and management of chronic diseases like diabetes and asthma.? And primary care is a rare
“win-win” for health care: it is associated with both better health and lower costs. Better access to primary
care is associated with fewer hospital visits, fewer emergency department visits, and fewer surgeries,
which means reduced health care costs.?

Investing in Primary Care

Despite this mountain of evidence showing its value, we continually underinvest in primary care. Primary
care accounts for approximately 35% of health care services in the United States each year, but
represents only an estimated 5-7% of health care spending.*> In simple terms, we only spend about a
nickel of every health dollar on primary care.
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At the same time, we already spend vast sums on health care overall in New York—20% higher than the
national average by some accounts.® But that spending isn’t providing enough value for New Yorkers; our
health outcomes are average and often poor in comparison with other states.”

We can do better. The solution is to rebalance health care spending by allocating a greater percentage of
what we spend to primary care. Doing so doesn’t require spending more on health care; it requires
spending in smarter and better ways that return more value for our dollars. Rebalancing primary care
spending is a vehicle for expanding access to preventive care, ensuring more entry points into the health
care system, and promoting more cost-effective and equitable care.

Almost all states face the same problem of underinvestment, and a growing number are taking action to
correct it. At least 18 states have implemented or considered policy changes to increase investments in
primary care.® For example, in Oregon, legislation requires that primary care spending increase by 1%
annually, with a goal that primary care account for 12% of total spending by 2023.? States have also
demonstrated how increased primary care spending is tied to overall decreases in health care costs. A
prime example is Rhode Island, which set targets to increase the share of commercial insurer primary care
expenditures by 5% over a five-year period. Over that same period, the State’s total expenditures fell by
14%.'° Both Oregon and Rhode Island were able to increase the number of per capita primary care
providers, suggesting that investment in primary care also reduces strain on the workforce.

New York should not lag other states. The Legislature recognizes the importance of this issue and has
attempted to address it. Last year, both houses of the Legislature demonstrated leadership by passing
bills to jumpstart the process of increasing primary care investment and testing out programs to identify
the most promising models. Those bills were vetoed by the Governor. 2023 should be the year that New
York joins other states and an effort to increase investment in primary care gets going.

Building the Non-Clinical Primary Care Workforce

High-quality primary care is patient-centered and team-based, with both clinical and non-clinical workers
providing primary care services. The proposed Executive Budget includes Medicaid reimbursement for
community health workers (CHWs), who play a critical role on the primary care team. New York State’s
7,000 or so CHWs are frontline public health workers who are trusted members of their communities;
more than half of CHWs are people of color.!! CHWs are associated with improving access to care and
health outcomes, addressing social determinants of health like housing and food access, and lowering
health care costs. One study showed that having CHWs for children with asthma reduced days with
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asthma symptoms and urgent care usage, with positive returns on investment.!> Another study found
CHWs had $2.47 in returns for every dollar spent on Medicaid payers.'® Increasing support for CHWs is
one way to expand access to primary care. It can also reduce strain on clinicians and enhance health
equity for CHWSs themselves by promoting advancement in health careers.'* The budget proposal is an
essential starting point for ensuring sustainability for this essential workforce.

Improving Racial Health Equity

Expanding access to primary care is inextricably linked to enhancing racial health equity, as shortage
areas in New York State are often communities of color where patients face barriers to getting care when
and where they need it. Communities that are predominantly Black and Latino have fewer primary care
providers and lower-quality health care facilities than communities that are mostly white.!> The odds of
being in an area with poor access to primary care providers were 28 times greater in Census tracts with
a high Black population than in areas with a low Black population.'¢

Improving racial health equity through primary care also requires improving the quality of care to
address persistent racial disparities. The State can leverage its role as a payer, purchaser, and regulator of
health care to advance racial health equity in primary care. For instance, the State could use racial equity-
focused metrics for clinical or patient experience data to drive payment incentives. Centering racial health
equity should be a key component of a comprehensive strategy to advance primary care access and
quality.

Conclusion

Primary care is the backbone of a high-functioning health care system. Greater investment in primary care
as a percentage of total health spending will lead to a healthier New York and a more cost-effective
system. Having the required workforce in place and doing it all through the lens of racial equity will
ensure New York’s position as a national leader.

NYHealth has long supported efforts to advance primary care, including the development of regional
plans to expand access in rural areas, integration of behavioral health and social services into primary
care, and advocacy for increased investment. This year, we launched a new priority area focused
explicitly on primary care. We stand ready to work with you to achieve a healthier state.
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