December 6, 2021

The Honorable Chiquita Brooks-LaSure
Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
7500 Security Boulevard

Baltimore, MD 21244

Re: Medicare and Medicaid Programs; Omnibus COVID-19 Health Care Staff Vaccination
Dear Administrator Brooks-LaSure:

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments on the Interim Final Rule (IFR) regarding
Omnibus COVID-19 Health Care Staff Vaccination.

The American Lung Association is the oldest voluntary public health association in the United
States, representing the millions of individuals living with lung diseases, and many of our
constituents have lung conditions that put them at moderately to significantly higher risk for
severe illness from COVID-19. The Lung Association is the leading organization working to save
lives by improving lung health and preventing lung disease through research, education and
advocacy.

Widespread vaccination is essential to protect healthcare workers, patients and the broader

public from COVID-19 and ultimately to end the COVID-19 pandemic. The Lung Association

strongly supports this IFR requiring that most Medicare- and Medicaid-certified providers and
suppliers be vaccinated against COVID-19 and offers the following comments on the rule:

Protecting Healthcare Personnel

For nearly two years, healthcare personnel have been on the front lines of the COVID-19
pandemic, often at significant risk to their own health, with over 770,000 cases of COVID-19 and
2,890 deaths from COVID-19 reported among healthcare personnel as of November 28, 2021."
Vaccinations are an essential tool for protecting the health and wellbeing of this critical
workforce. COVID-19 vaccines are safe and effective; the evidence is clear that they reduce the
risk of hospitalizations and deaths from COVID-19, as well as the risk of contracting and
spreading the virus.?

Some states and hospital systems that led the way in implementing COVID-19 vaccination
policies have already seen meaningful increases in vaccination rates as a result of these
actions.® Similarly, the vaccination policy in this IFR will likely prompt more healthcare personnel
to take this critical step to protect themselves, their colleagues and their patients from COVID-
19.

Strengthening the Capacity of Our Healthcare System
COVID-19 continues to put an enormous burden on our healthcare system. From November 20
to 26, 2021, the United States averaged 73,962 new COVID-19 cases per day and 742 deaths



from COVID-19 per day.* Additionally, during the same time period, 41,422 patients were
hospitalized with COVID-19, with hospitals in some states struggling to meet demand for care.®®
As we respond to the flu season in addition to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic with a new
emerging variant, our country must take additional steps to ensure that hospitals have capacity
to treat patients in need of care for influenza, COVID-19 or any other illnesses. By reducing
COVID-19 cases (especially severe cases), vaccine requirements can help to reduce the
burden of COVID-19 on our healthcare system, as well as keep our healthcare workforce
healthy and able to perform their jobs.

While there is still much we do not know about the Omicron variant, its emergence and the early
indications of its high transmissibility call for greater vigilance.” Further, new variants will likely
continue to emerge as long as significant portions of the world’s population are not vaccinated.®
This makes it even more important for our country to take steps that will reduce the burden of
COVID-19 on our healthcare system and ensure hospitals and other healthcare facilities are
ready to respond to changes in the course of this pandemic.

Increasing Patients’ Confidence in Seeking Treatment

The vaccine policy included in the IFR will not only protect healthcare workers, but also the
patients that they treat. Some patients, especially those who are immunocompromised, delayed
treatment for lung diseases and other conditions during the pandemic due to fear of contracting
COVID-19. Patients also delayed lifesaving preventive care, with screening rates for many
cancers decreasing dramatically, including for lung cancer, at the beginning of the pandemic.®
Research has shown that as lung cancer screenings began to resume, the proportion of
nodules suspicious for malignancy increased, a sign that delays in seeking preventive care had
a true impact on patients’ health.'" Increasing the proportion of healthcare personnel who are
vaccinated could help to restore patients’ confidence in seeking the preventive, primary and
specialty care needed to prevent and treat lung diseases and other chronic conditions.

Conclusion

Public policies promoting vaccine requirements are an important component in our efforts to
defeat COVID-19, and the Lung Association strongly supports the vaccination policy advanced
by this IFR. Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments.

Sincerely,

Blordtt 2 inmar

Harold P. Wimmer
National President and CEO
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