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MEDICAID IS AN 
ESSENTIAL TOOL TO 
HELP IOWA’S RURAL 
COMMUNITIES FIGHT 

CORONAVIRUS.



Rural Iowans are especially vulnerable to the coronavirus pandemic due to higher prevalence of pre-
existing conditions, lower coverage rates, and other barriers to accessing health care. Medicaid plays 
a pivotal role in covering rural communities and supporting struggling rural hospitals in Iowa. Ten 
years ago, the Affordable Care Act (ACA) opened the door for states to expand the Medicaid program, 
which has helped an estimated 1.7 million rural Americans gain coverage. Iowa was an early adopter of 
Medicaid expansion and saw its uninsured rate fall by 5 percent in rural parts of the state. To date, 37 
states have expanded Medicaid under the ACA. In addition to covering 17 million people nationwide, 
expansion has resulted in healthier people, communities and economies. 

As the nation faces this unprecedented health care crisis, Medicaid expansion is especially important 
for reducing uncompensated care costs and protecting rural hospitals from financial peril. Even 
though it is clear that Medicaid expansion is a lifeline for rural communities, President Trump and his 
Republican allies – including Senator Joni Ernst – are continuing to wage a war on the program by 
working to sabotage enrollment and fighting to end expansion altogether. 

BY THE NUMBERS: RURAL HEALTH IN IOWA
• 7 percent of Iowa adults living in rural areas are uninsured. 

• Since the Affordable Care Act, the uninsured rate has fallen by 5 percent in rural parts of Iowa.

• 20 percent of Iowans living in rural areas have health coverage through Medicaid. 

• The Affordable Care Act led to a $142 million reduction in Iowa hospitals’ uncompensated 
care costs. Between 2013 and 2015, Iowa hospitals’ uncompensated care costs decreased by 
$142 million, or roughly 45 percent.

• By expanding Medicaid, Iowa helped 155,400 Iowans gain coverage through the program.

• 17 rural hospitals in Iowa are at a high financial risk of closing. This represents roughly 17.9 
percent of the state’s rural hospitals.

• In Iowa, where lawmakers expanded Medicaid, no rural hospitals have closed since 2010. 

INTRODUCTION

Thursday, April 23, 2020, 11:00 AM
Number of Iowa cases reported: 3,924
Number of Iowa deaths: 96
Total Number of People Tested in Iowa: 29,262

CORONAVIRUS OUTBREAK: WHERE IOWA STANDS

For the most recent statistics, visit the Iowa Department of Public Health.

https://idph.iowa.gov/Emerging-Health-Issues/Novel-Coronavirus


Louisa County, Which Does Not Have A Hospital, Has Surpassed New York State In Per Capita Cases. 
“Louisa County has just 11,387 residents, meaning that 1.3% of all people in the county has now tested 
positive for the virus. When you extend that out to a cases per 100,000 people calculation, it puts 
Louisa County ahead of even New York State, home to the United State’s largest outbreak, for infection 
rate. According to the latest data on the New York Times’ tracker, New York State has 994 positive 
cases per 100,000 people. Louisa County has an equivalent of 1,135 per 100,000. Making matters 
worse, Louisa County does not have a hospital. As of at least this past October, it was the only county 
in the entire state without one. According to the Burlington Hawkeye in October, Louisa County also 
did not have a single practicing physician.” [Iowa Starting Line, 4/13/20] 

Republican Gov. Kim Reynolds Has Refused To Implement A Stay-At-Home Order 

Iowa is one of eight states without a mandatory stay-at-home order. 
 
Governor Kim Reynolds: “I Can’t Lock The State Down.” “‘I can’t lock the state down,’ said Gov. Kim 
Reynolds of Iowa, which has recorded more than 600 confirmed cases and at least 11 deaths. ‘People 
also have to be responsible for themselves.’” [New York Times, 4/3/20] 

Iowa Saw A 82 Percent Spike In Cases Over The Course Of A Week As Governor Reynolds Continues 
To Block A Stay-At-Home Order. “The bump in coronavirus cases is most pronounced in states 
without stay at home orders. Oklahoma saw a 53% increase in cases over the past week, according to 
data compiled by Johns Hopkins University. Over same time, cases jumped 60% in Arkansas, 74% in 
Nebraska, and 82% in Iowa. South Dakota saw a whopping 205% spike.” [CNN, 4/17/20] 

Gov. Reynolds Has Instead Opted For An Incremental Policy, Creating Loopholes For Nonessential 
Businesses To Stay Open. “Reynolds has individually identified the types of businesses and gathering 
places that must close, which critics argue has created loopholes that allow nonessential businesses to 
remain open.  Although she acted swiftly to close bars and restaurants to dine-in customers March 17, 
some other retailers remained open for weeks afterward. About a week later, on March 22, Reynolds 
ordered salons, barbershops, tattoo parlors, tanning facilities and swimming pools closed. On March 
26, she ended elective medical procedures, shut down dentists and closed retailers like clothing 
and bookstores. And it was Monday that she closed amusement parks, music shops, bowling alleys, 
libraries and malls.”  [Des Moines Register, 4/7/20]

• Kent Nebel, Executive Director Of The Iowa Board Of Medicine, Is One Of Many Experts That Fear 
That Governor Reynolds Is Not Sending A Clear Message To Iowans. “Medical professionals worry 
that, without an official shelter-in-place order, Iowans may not fully heed the governor’s warnings. 
‘It would be a more consistent message. And if people understood that it was enforceable and 
violating the order would have consequences, I think that would send a message to the public 
on how serious to take self-isolation,’ said Kent Nebel, executive director of the Iowa Board of 
Medicine.” [Des Moines Register, 4/7/20]

Physicians Groups, Mayors Among Those Who Have Called On Gov. Reynolds To Take More 
Aggressive Steps To Shut Down Nonessential Businesses. “The Iowa Medical Society and the Iowa 
Board of Medicine are among the groups that criticized Reynolds, calling on her last week to take more 
aggressive steps to shut down nonessential businesses and gatherings. The mayors of Des Moines, 
Iowa City and Cedar Rapids have also called for stricter measures, along with Democratic members of 
the state’s congressional delegation.”  [Des Moines Register, 4/7/20]



Patty Judge, former Lt. Governor

COVID-19 is having an impact on all of us, but 
our rural communities have been squeezed for 
so long that they are uniquely vulnerable to this 
pandemic crisis. 

In addition to doing all we can to flatten the curve 
and prevent outbreaks in rural communities, 
we need to be a part of the national recovery 
response. The President’s pattern of helping his 
friends in big business is not acceptable, and it 
will kill rural communities. 

From hospital investments to worker safety, we 
have to stand up for all Americans to ensure they 
are safe and healthy and have the chance to 
bounce back from this.



WHY MEDICAID IS SO IMPORTANT AS IOWA’S 
RURAL COMMUNITIES FIGHT CORONAVIRUS

The country is now facing an unparalleled public health crisis. Thousands of Americans have already 
died from coronavirus and millions of people are at risk of getting sick. At the same time, millions are 
losing their jobs and, oftentimes, their employer-sponsored coverage as they are being urged to stay 
home. In a time of such uncertainty, the last thing people in this country should worry about is the 
threat of mounting medical bills. 

The Medicaid program is a key response tool for this global health crisis. Unlike private insurance, 
people do not need to wait for a special enrollment period and can enroll whenever they need care. 
Medicaid can provide retroactive coverage to people who get sick, ensuring providers can provide 
emergency care without worrying about uncompensated care costs. Importantly, Medicaid funding can 
increase in response to a public health crisis like coronavirus.  

Medicaid expansion in particular is important because it allows childless adults to enroll in the program. 
Many of the people who have lost jobs so far are young adults and low-income workers. In states 
that have rejected expansion, many of these individuals are likely locked out of receiving Medicaid 
coverage. 

22 million people nationwide, including thousands of Iowans, have already lost their jobs due to 
coronavirus. At least 9.2 million have lost their employer-sponsored coverage as a result of the 
pandemic. This figure is only expected to skyrocket: economists have estimated that up to 35 million 
people could lose their job-based coverage during the pandemic. It is especially important for these 
families to have Medicaid to turn to for coverage in this public health emergency. 

Uninsured people are particularly vulnerable as they face the possibility of coronavirus and devastating 
health care bills. Low-income individuals are especially at risk for being exposed to the virus, as they 
are often service workers deemed essential and are unable to practice social distancing. The Kaiser 
Family Foundation that 2 million uninsured patients could be hospitalized due to the virus, threatening 
to leave them with tens of thousands in medical bills.

Medicaid Expansion Is A Lifeline For Rural Hospitals

Medicaid Expansion Keeps Hospitals Open:

Rural Hospitals In Medicaid Expansion States Are 62 Percent Less Likely To Close. "But there was 
one other leading indicator that has an obvious political explanation and which should be entirely 
avoidable: whether the hospital is in a state that expanded Medicaid under Obamacare. According to 
Chartis, being in a Medicaid expansion state decreases by 62 percent the likelihood of a rural hospital 
closing. Conversely, being in a non-expansion state makes it more likely a rural hospital will close." 
[Vox, 2/18/20] 



75 Percent Of Vulnerable Rural Hospitals Are In Non-Expansion States. "The states that have 
experienced the most rural hospital closures over the last 10 years (Texas, Tennessee, Oklahoma, 
Georgia, Alabama, and Missouri) have all refused to expand Medicaid through the 2010 health care 
law. It seems their rural hospitals are paying the price. Of the 216 hospitals that Chartis says are most 
vulnerable to closure, 75 percent are in non-expansion states. Those 216 hospitals have an operating 
margin of negative 8.6 percent." [Vox, 2/18/20] 

77 Of 106 Hospital Closures Over The Past Decade Were In States That Refused To Expand Medicaid. 
“Rural America is in the midst of a deep and prolonged crisis that resulted in 106 hospital closures 
since 2010. Nearly 700 more are on shaky ground, and nearly 200 are on the verge of collapse right 
now, according to reports from Massachusetts consulting firm iVantage Health Analytics and the Sheps 
Center for Health Services Research at the University of North Carolina in Chapel Hill. Hospitals faring 
the worst are mainly in states that refused to expand Medicaid.  Those states account for 77 of the 106 
closures over the past decade. They also are home to a greater percentage of money losing facilities 
and lower collective profit margins.” [Gatehouse News, 7/28/19] 

Coverage Confirms Iowa’s Hospitals Are Already Overwhelmed

Sarah Reisetter, Deputy Director Of The Iowa Department Of Public Health, Said That The Shortage 
Of Personal Protective Equipment For Iowa’s Health Workers “Is Real” And Still An Issue. “However, 
the shortage of personal protective equipment for Iowa’s health workers ‘is real’ and still an issue, 
underscoring why Iowans need to take social distancing seriously, said Sarah Reisetter, deputy director 
of the Iowa Department of Public Health, at a news conference Wednesday.” [Des Moines Register, 
4/9/20]

• In Addition To Reusing Protective Equipment, Medical Workers Have Been Directed To Continue 
Working Unless They Are Showing Symptoms Of The Virus. “Workers in some instances have 
reused disposable masks and gowns between patients, or have lacked masks for screening 
patients for COVID-19 symptoms, or, in keeping with an Iowa Department of Public Health directive, 
have been asked to keep working if they are exposed to the virus as long as they aren’t showing 
symptoms.”  [Des Moines Register, 3/27/20]

Nearly A Quarter Of Confirmed Cases In Iowa Have Been Health Care Workers. “On Tuesday, the 
number of confirmed cases of COVID-19, the respiratory illness caused by the coronavirus, climbed 
past 1,000 in Iowa, with 102 new positive cases, the largest single-day spike to date. So far, 1,048 
people have tested positive for the illness and 26 have died. The cases span 78 of Iowa’s 99 counties. 
About 23% of Iowa’s positive cases are health care workers, according to state data.”  [Des Moines 
Register, 4/7/20] 

• Before The Outbreak, Iowa Already Had A Severe Health Care Workforce Shortage, Ranking 
42nd In The Nation For The Number Of Physicians Per 100,000 People. “The state ranks 42nd in 
the nation for the number of physicians per 100,000 people — a number that includes emergency 
room doctors — according to a January 2020 report from the University of Iowa Carver College of 
Medicine.”  [Des Moines Register, 3/27/20]

Most Of Iowa’s 58 Rural Hospitals Do Not Have Intensive Care Unit Beds. “In Iowa, 1.27 million 
residents, or 40% of the population, were deemed to be living in rural areas in 2019, according to the 
USDA. They are being served by 58 hospitals and 190 clinics, according to the Health Resources and 
Services Administration. Most of them don’t have intensive care unit beds, which are best equipped to 
deal with serious illnesses such as COVID-19.” [Des Moines Register, 4/20/20]



Iowa Representative Timi Brown-Powers

The accounts we’ve heard from employees at 
Tyson are deeply troubling. 

In addition to not providing enough personal 
protective equipment for workers, there were 
workers sent from the Columbus Junction plant 
that closed weeks ago due to an outbreak to work 
in Waterloo without testing those employees first. 

If we continue down this path, rural Iowa is going 
to be hit the hardest by this virus.



TRUMP AND REPUBLICANS’ WAR ON MEDICAID 
THREATENS THE CORONAVIRUS RESPONSE

Since taking office, the Trump administration and its Republican allies have tried time and again to 
slash funding for Medicaid and impose burdensome work requirements on coverage. These efforts 
include:

Trump Wants To Repeal Medicaid Expansion Through His Texas Lawsuit To Overturn The ACA. The 
Trump administration is currently backing a lawsuit to overturn the Affordable Care Act and, if they are 
successful, 20 million people would lose insurance and protections for pre-existing conditions would 
be eliminated overnight. The lawsuit would also terminate Medicaid expansion, threatening to rip away 
coverage from 17 million and cut key funding for already-struggling rural hospitals during the pandemic. 
If Trump gets his way, 187,000 Iowans could lose coverage and protections for 1,288,400 Iowans with 
pre-existing conditions would be eliminated overnight. 

Trump Continues To Support Medicaid Block Grants. Under the Trump administration's recently 
finalized block grant proposal, federal funding would no longer necessarily increase in response to a 
public health emergency like coronavirus. This could lead to people losing coverage and access to 
care, undermining prevention and treatment of diseases nationwide. 

Trump Paved The Way For Medicaid Work Requirements. The administration has encouraged states 
to impose illegal work requirements on Medicaid beneficiaries that are designed to throw people off 
coverage. When Arkansas imposed the nation’s first work requirement program, 18,000 people lost 
coverage. The policy has since been struck down by the courts. While the federal government has 
temporarily halted any state efforts to impose new eligibility requirements that make it more difficult to 
enroll, including work requirements, states like Oklahoma and Utah are continuing to pursue Medicaid 
work requirements and other enrollment restrictions. 
 
Trump Wants To Gut The Medicaid Budget. Trump has repeatedly sought deep health care cuts in his 
budget proposals, most recently seeking more than a trillion in cuts to Medicaid and the Affordable 
Care Act for 2021. This budget essentially ends Medicaid expansion by eliminating the enhanced 
federal payment and proposes nationwide work requirements. 



SENATOR ERNST HAS WORKED RELENTLESSLY TO 
REPEAL AND UNDERMINE MEDICAID EXPANSION

Despite the positive impact of the Affordable Care Act in Iowa, Ernst has repeatedly voted to repeal the 
health care law, and she has propped up the Texas lawsuit that would end Medicaid expansion and rip 
coverage away from more than 187,000 Iowans. 

Ernst Voted Four Times To Repeal The ACA. Ernst has voted four times for ACA repeal. She made 
repeal central to her Senate campaign and, after repeal failed in the Senate, she said she would not 
give up in her fight to destroy the health care law. 

• 2015:  Ernst Voted To Repeal Most Of The ACA.  Ernst voted for legislation that gutted the 
Affordable Care Act by eliminating the insurance exchanges and subsidies, and repealing the 
Medicaid expansion accepted by 30 states, including Nevada.  [HR 3762, Roll Call Vote #114, 
12/3/15] 

• 2017:  Ernst Voted For The Senate “Repeal And Delay” Plan.  Ernst voted for Obamacare Repeal 
and Replacement Act was a Republican effort to repeal the ACA without a replacement.  Known as 
“repeal and delay,” the bill repealed major sections of the ACA, including the Medicaid expansion 
and premium tax credits, in 2020.  [HR 1628, Roll Call Vote #169, 7/26/17] 

• 2017: Ernst Voted For The Better Care Reconciliation Act.  Ernst voted for the Better Care 
Reconciliation Act, which repealed and replaced the ACA.  [HR 1628, Roll Call Vote #168, 7/25/17] 

• 2017:  Ernst Voted For “Skinny Repeal” Of The ACA. Ernst voted for “Skinny Repeal” of the ACA, 
which repealed the individual mandate and delayed the employer mandate while leaving most of 
the rest of the law in place.  [HR 1628, Roll Call Vote #179, 7/28/17] 

Ernst Voted For The Tax Bill Which Forms The Basis For The Trump-Republican Lawsuit.  Ernst was 
a key vote for the Republican tax bill, which repealed a key provision of the Affordable Care Act that 
required most people to have health coverage and which is the basis of the Trump-Republican lawsuit 
seeking to overturn the Affordable Care Act. 

• Ernst Refused To Support Authorizing The Senate Legal Counsel To Intervene In The Trump-
Republican Lawsuit And Defend The ACA.  Ernst refused to sponsor a resolution (S. Res. 18), which 
would authorize Senate legal counsel to defend the Affordable Care Act against attack in Texas v. 
Azar.

Ernst Has Voted To Slash Medicaid. Ernst voted for the FY 2018 budget resolution, which cut funding 
for non-Medicare health programs, most notably Medicaid, by 1.3 trillion, a 20 percent cut over the 
course of 10 years, increasing to a 29.3 percent cut by 2027. 



The coronavirus pandemic has exposed the 
growing fault lines in our health care and 
economic safety net. 

If there’s a silver lining, it is the opportunity 
to make systemic changes in our health care 
system and economy that are long overdue. 
That means we need strong effective leaders 
that put the well-being of the people over 
special interests and excessive profits and 
greed. 

It is time for the people of Iowa to raise their 
voice to demand these important changes 
in our government so that our government 
works for “We The People.”

Iowa Senator Pam Jochum




