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The Honorable Seema Verma
Administrator

Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services
7500 Security Boulevard

Baltimore, MD 21244

Dear Administrator Verma:

Last November, I released Sheltering in Danger, an investigation that showed how nursing
homes are inadequately prepared to protect vulnerable residents during natural disasters.' The
report focused on nursing homes impacted by hurricanes, but the polar vortex now gripping the
central United States—and recent nursing home evacuations—demonstrates it’s not just
hurricanes that pose a threat to elderly residents.

Senior citizens are uniquely vulnerable to extreme heat and extreme cold, which makes
evacuations and sheltering in place all the more dangerous task during the peak of summer and
depths of winter. Nursing homes and other facilities that care for elderly patients must be
prepared for all types of extreme weather events.

The current onslaught of cold temperatures has put tremendous strain on infrastructure, leading
to lapses in electricity, natural gas and transportation services.> In Michigan, the failure of a key
natural gas compressor station led the state to call on residents to lower thermostats to 65 degrees
Fahrenheit.®> This temperature is outside of the 71-81 degree range that CMS requires nursing
homes to maintain.

A central [llinois nursing home was forced to evacuate this week in bitter cold after an on-site
service compressor malfunctioned due to sub-zero temperatures.’ Last week, residents of a
Newport, Rhode Island, nursing home were evacuated after a lengthy natural gas outage,’ on a
day when temperatures ranged from 6 to 26 degrees.® In both instances, it appears that residents
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escaped unharmed, but as the administrator of the Newport facility observed, “this could have
been a nightmare. 7

Since the report’s release, the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) has proposed
rolling back emergency preparedness standards for nursing homes and other facilities by:

e Eliminating requirements for nursing homes and other medical facilities to document
their collaborative planning efforts with government emergency preparedness officials.®

e Reducing the frequency of internal emergency plan reviews that nursing homes and other
medical facilities must complete from once a year to once every two years.

o Scaling back emergency training requirements for employees at nursing homes and other
medical facilities from once a year to once every two years.

e Lowering standards for the types of emergency drills that nursing homes and others
medical facilities must conduct, and the frequency with which such emergency drills
must be completed.

On November 20, 2018, I wrote to you raising concerns about the CMS regulatory rollback and
have yet to receive a response.” CMS also has failed to act on its commitment to my staff to
update its Emergency Preparedness guidance—also known as Appendix Z—to ensure that
nursing home residents are kept within the 71-81 range during emergencies. Sheltering in
Danger also specifically recommended ensuring that nursing homes must have sufficient
capacity to ensure that safe temperatures are maintained during emergencies. These were just
two of the 18 recommendations in the report, which is attached. Given the current situation:

1. What actions is CMS taking to ensure that nursing homes know that they are required to
maintain the required temperatures during emergencies?

2. What actions is CMS taking to fulfill its obligation to formally update its guidance on the
maintenance of safe temperatures and emergency energy, as discussed more fully in
Sheltering in Danger?

3. What actions is CMS taking to respond to the other recommendations made in the report?

4. Does CMS intend to proceed with the regulatory rollbacks to the emergency planning
standards that it announced last year?

Sincerely,

Kor. %
Ron Wyd

en
Ranking Member
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