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Alliance Condemns 
Political Violence 

   “Political violence 
undermines our 
democracy and 
makes it harder to 
solve the serious 
challenges we 
face,” said Robert 
Roach, Jr., 

President of the Alliance. “We 
urge all leaders, regardless of 
party or ideology, to protect every 
Americans’ right to freedom of 
speech without the threat of 
violence and hate that is dividing 
our nation.”  

Report: Social Security 
Benefit Cuts Would Be 

Devastating for Americans 
More than half (56 percent) of 

Americans surveyed in a new 
analysis from Nationwide 
Financial agreed that they would 
“not be able to survive” if they 
even lost half of their monthly 
Social Security payment. 

The survey showed that 
beneficiaries are having a hard 
time making ends meet, with 52 
percent saying they have cut back 
on discretionary spending (dining 
out, traveling, etc.) and nearly 
one in five saying that it’s more 
difficult to manage or access their 
benefits this year. 

Americans are also growing 
more worried about the longevity 
of earned benefits, with more 
than 80 percent of those surveyed 
saying that they’re concerned 
about the future of Social 
Security. 

The latest Social Security 
Trustees Report shows that the 
Social Security Trust Fund will 
be able to pay full benefits and 
expenses until 2033, but will only 
be able to pay out 77 percent of 
benefits after that point if 
Congress does not act. 

“Older Americans rely on the 
Social Security benefits they’ve 
earned. They should not have to 

worry about whether they will be 
able to access those benefits and/

or whether they will 
receive the full 
amount,” said 
Richard Fiesta, 
Executive Director 
of the Alliance. 
“We could actually 
avert this impending 
crisis and strengthen 
benefits if 

millionaires and billionaires just 
paid their fair share.” TAKE 
ACTION: Tell Congress to 
strengthen Social Security by 
making the wealthy pay their 
fair share. 

Americans Struggle to 
Access COVID Vaccine 

HHS Secretary Robert 
Kennedy, Jr. has said that 
Americans who want COVID 
shots will be able to get them. 
However, some older Americans 
have reported going to local 
pharmacies to receive a COVID 
vaccine only to discover that 
Medicare currently won’t cover 
the cost. 

The Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) and 
Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) approve 
vaccines and provide 
recommendations about who 
should receive a vaccine, but the 
HHS Advisory Committee on 
Immunization Practices (ACIP) 
determines whether insurance – 
both Medicare and some private 
plans – will pay for them.  

n August, the FDA revised its 
guidance and approved updated 
coronavirus vaccines for 
Americans who are aged 65 years 
and older, or who are at least six 
months old and have an 
underlying health condition that 
increases their risk of severe 
complications from the disease. 

Even though the FDA and CDC 
have approved updated COVID 
shots for older Americans, it’s 

unclear whether seniors will need 
a prescription to get the shot, and 
whether insurance plans – 
including Medicare – will be 
required to pay for them. 
Typically, the ACIP panel would 
have met earlier this year to 
determine these logistics, but 
since HHS Secretary Kennedy 
fired all members of the 
committee in June, the meeting is 
now delayed until September 18. 

Medicare covers all vaccines 
recommended by ACIP, but if the 
committee decides not to 
recommend them, updated shots 
could cost seniors as much as 
$200. 

“Health officials are still 
advising that Americans aged 65 
and older get a booster shot to 
avoid serious complications from 
COVID,” said Joseph Peters, 

Jr., Secretary-
Treasurer of the 
Alliance. “Seniors 
who are concerned 
about the cost of the 
vaccine should 
consider waiting to 

book an appointment until after 
ACIP meets. If booking an 
appointment before September 
18, seniors should be prepared to 
pay out-of-pocket and monitor 
local health authorities for 
updates on guidance.” 

KFF Health News: 
In the Fallout From 

Trump’s Health Funding 
Cuts  States Face Tough 

Budget Decision 
By Stephanie Armour, 

Christine Mai-Duc, Sam 

Whitehead and Arielle Zionts 
Patients begin lining up before 

dawn at Operation Border Health, 
an annual five-day health clinic in 
Texas’ Rio Grande Valley. Many 
residents in this predominantly 
Latino and Hispanic region 
spanning the Mexican border lack 
insurance, making the health fair 
a major source of free medical 
care in South Texas for more than 
25 years. 

Until this year. The Trump 
administration’s plan to strip 
more than $550 million in federal 
public health and pandemic funds 
from Texas helped prompt 
cancellation of the event just 
before its scheduled July 21 start. 

“Some people come every year 
and rely on it,” said Hidalgo 
County Health and Human 
Services Director Dairen 
Sarmiento Rangel. “Some people 
even camp out outside of Border 
Health so they can be the first in 
line to receive services. This 
event is very important to our 
community.” 

States and local governments 
have made painful program cuts 
in the wake of major reductions 
in federal health funding that 
have already taken effect. Now, 
they’re sizing up the financial hits 
to come — some not until late 
next year or beyond — from the 
“One Big Beautiful Bill Act,” the 
tax and spending law 
congressional Republicans passed 
in July that enacts much of 
President Donald Trump’s 
domestic agenda 

Texas, for instance, expects to 
see its federal Medicaid funds 
reduced by as much as $39 
billion over 10 years due to new 
barriers for enrollment, such as 
more frequent eligibility checks, 
according to a July analysis by 
KFF….. Read more here. 
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By Darius Tahir 
John McGing couldn’t reach a 

human. That might be business-
as-usual in this economy, but it 
wasn’t business; he had called 
the Social Security 
Administration, where the 
questions often aren’t generic 
and the callers tend to be older, 
disabled, or otherwise vulnerable 
Americans. 

McGing, calling on behalf of 
his son, had an in-the-weeds 
question: how to prevent 
overpayments that the federal 
government might later claw 
back. His call was intercepted by 
an artificial intelligence-powered 
chatbot. 

No matter what he said, the bot 
parroted canned answers to 
generic questions, not McGing’s 

obscure query. “If you do 
a key press, it didn’t do 
anything,” he said. 
Eventually, the bot 
“glitched or whatever” and got 
him to an agent. 

It was a small but revealing 
incident. Unbeknownst to 
McGing, a former Social 
Security employee in Maryland, 
he had encountered a 
technological tool recently 
introduced by the agency. 
Former officials and longtime 
observers of the agency say the 
Trump administration rolled out 
a product that was tested but 
deemed not yet ready during the 
Biden administration. 

“With the new administration, 
they’re just kind of like, let’s go 
fast and fix it later, which I 

don’t agree with, because 
you are going to generate 
a lot of confusion,” said 
Marcela Escobar-Alava, 

who served as Social Security’s 
chief information officer under 
President Joe Biden. 

Some 74 million 
people receive Social Security 
benefits; 11 million of those 
receive disability payments. In 
a survey conducted last fall, 
more than a third of recipients 
said they wouldn’t be able to 
afford such necessities as food, 
clothing, or housing without it. 
And yet the agency has been 
shedding the employees who 
serve them: Some 6,200 have 
left the agency, its 
commissioner told lawmakers 
in June, and critics in 

Congress and elsewhere say 
that’s led to worse customer 
service, despite the agency’s 
efforts to build up new 
technology. 

Take the new phone bot. At 
least some beneficiaries don’t 
like it: Social 
Security’s Facebook page is, 
from time to time, pockmarked 
with negative reviews of the 
uncooperative bot, as the agency 
said in July that nearly 41% of 
calls are handled by the bot. 

Lawmakers and former agency 
employees worry it foreshadows 
a less human Social Security, in 
which rushed-out AI takes the 
place of pushed-out, experienced 
employees... Read more here. 

A majority of nursing homes 
across the country have 
inadequate staffing numbers and 
provide less care than required 
for residents, according to a 
new analysis from the Long-
Term Care Coalition. 

90 percent of nursing homes 
included in the report have 
staffing levels far below the 
recommended amount of 4.95 
hours per resident day (HPRD), 
reporting just 3.75 total nurse 
staff HPRD on average. Nursing 

homes in only three 
territories – Alaska, 
Oregon, and Puerto Rico – 
have staffing levels that 
actually meet or exceed 
recommendations. The 
imbalance is even more 
pronounced for registered nurses 
(RNs), as 42 percent of nursing 
homes report RN levels lower 
than recommended figures. 

Illinois has the lowest average 
staffing. The state’s nursing 
homes report levels that are 38 

percent below the 
necessary range on 
average. Nursing homes 
in Texas, Missouri, 
Georgia, New Mexico, 

Indiana, Virginia, and New York 
also perform poorly in terms of 
workforce numbers, all falling 
short by at least 29 percent. 

“This report is eye opening. 
Seniors and their loved ones 
should be able to expect adequate 
staffing levels and high quality 
care at nursing homes,” said 

Joseph Peters, Jr., Secretary-
Treasurer of the Alliance. 
“Lawmakers must work to 

correct this 
situation, especially 
now that the 
Administration has 
rescinded the 
nursing home 
staffing rule that 
would have 
addressed this 

issue.” 

Joseph Peters, Jr.  

Secretary 

Treasurer ARA 

Social Security update: Trump admin responds to warning about changes 

The Social Security 
Administration responded to a 
warning from Senator Elizabeth 
Warren about long wait times at 
the agency. 

Since President Donald 
Trump took office, the SSA has 
touted its improved wait times 
for beneficiaries, following 
several technology updates. 

Warren wrote on X: "The 
Trump administration is LYING 
about how long people are stuck 
waiting for help with their Social 
Security benefits. I pressed the 
Social Security Commissioner 
and got him to agree to an 
independent investigation." 

Why It Matters 
Social Security serves over 70 

million Americans, including 
retirees, the disabled, and 
survivors, making the 

accessibility and 
responsiveness of its 
services crucial for millions 
who depend on timely 
benefits. 

Ongoing issues with customer 
service, particularly prolonged 
call wait times, can directly 
impact the ability of vulnerable 
populations to access their 
benefits. 

What To Know 
The SSA announced earlier this 

summer that wait times on its 
national 800 number had gone 
down from 30 minutes to single 
digits. Also under Trump's 
administration, the SSA said it 
cut field office wait times by 30 
percent and restored around-the-
clock access to the Social 
Security online portal. 

The improvements arrived after 

the SSA underwent major 
restructuring, including the 
loss of around 7,000 jobs 
under the Department of 

Government Efficiency. 
Warren previously called out 

the SSA for allegedly 
misconstruing its wait times to 
the general public. 

In a letter to SSA 
commissioner Frank Bisignano, 
Warren wrote, "The SSA is 
failing to provide policymakers 
and the public with accurate 
information about the extent of 
the problem, using convoluted 
calculations to obfuscate the real 
data, or withholding information 
entirely." 

The senator called for an 
inspector general-led public audit 
of the agency's reporting 
procedures for phone wait times. 

She also thanked Bisignano for 
agreeing to such an audit but did 
not specify a timeline. 

The SSA responded to 
Warren's repeated concerns in a 
post on X: "FACT CHECK: 
During Commissioner 
Bisignano's meeting with Sen. 
Warren, he presented improved 
customer service metrics and 
welcomed an independent review 
of the data. The reality is SSA 
employees are serving more 
Americans at quicker speeds." 

This is after Warren posted, 
"The Trump administration is 
LYING about how long people 
are stuck waiting for help with 
their Social Security benefits. I 
pressed the Social Security 
Commissioner and got him to 
agree to an independent 
investigation." …Read More 

New Report Reveals Dangerously Low Nursing Home Staffing Levels 

KFF Health News: Social Security Praises Its New Chatbot. 
Ex-Officials Say It Was Tested But Shelved Under Biden. 
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Your monthly Social Security 
payment hasn’t arrived on time. 
You call Social Security’s 1-800 
number, and a chatbot answers. 
The bot provides no helpful 
information. You repeatedly ask 
to be connected to an agent, until 
finally you are disconnected. You 
drive an hour to the nearest 
Social Security field office, 
where you’re told there are no 
walk-ins. The next available 
appointment is in two months — 
and your mortgage payment is 
due tomorrow. 

This nightmare scenario could 
happen to you or someone you 
love. Why? Because President 
Trump and Elon Musk have 
sabotaged Social Security from 
within, gutting the infrastructure 
that has always ensured 
Americans get their hard earned 
benefits.  

Ninety years ago, President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt signed 
Social Security into law. It has 
since withstood wars, recessions 
and pandemics, but it has never 
faced a greater threat than Trump 
and Musk. 

I don’t say that lightly. I have 
over 50 years of expertise on 
Social Security and have written 
multiple books on its history. My 
mentors, Robert Ball, Wilbur 
Cohen and Robert Myers, began 
working on Social Security in the 

1930s. If they were alive 
to see the damage Trump 
is doing to the system, 
they would be horrified. 

Social Security is too 
popular to destroy in the light of 
day. President George W. Bush 
tried to privatize Social Security, 
but he couldn’t convince even a 
Republican-controlled Congress 
to hold a vote. 

Trump has apparently learned 
from Bush’s defeat. His strategy 
is to destroy Social Security 
quietly from within, while 
loudly claiming he will never 
cut it. He has decimated the 
Social Security Administration’s 
dedicated workforce. Musk’s 
underlings in the Department of 
Government Efficiency 
have forced out thousands of 
Social Security staffers, including 
many in leadership positions. 
This is a mass involuntary 
exodus of expertise and 
institutional knowledge. 

Most recently, the Trump 
administration pushed out Social 
Security’s chief data officer, 
Charles Borges, a brave 
whistleblower. Borges sounded 
the alarm about Musk’s DOGE 
minions grabbing all of our most 
sensitive Social Security data for 
unknown purposes and making it 
vulnerable to hackers. 

Trump and Musk have no 

understanding of what it 
takes to run Social 
Security. They think 
they can replace these 
dedicated, experienced 

staffers with 20-year-olds and an 
AI chatbot. They are 
catastrophically wrong. 

So is the man they handpicked 
to lead Social Security, self 
described “DOGE person” and 
Wall Street billionaire Frank 
Bisignano. Bisignano admits that 
he had to google “Social 
Security” when they offered him 
the job. But his lack of 
experience and expertise hasn’t 

stopped him from making 
sweeping changes —
 including replacing human 
workers with untested AI bots. 

Under the Trump 
administration, Social Security 
field offices have lost 
an estimated 20 percent of their 
staff. Social Security has stopped 
reporting metrics that have been 
public for decades. Bisignano is 
cherry-picking the remaining 
metrics to try to paint a rosy 
picture, but investigations from 
journalists and members of 
Congress tell a very different 
story. 

A Washington 
Post reporter called Social 
Security’s 1-800 number and 
asked the AI chatbot to connect 

her to a human. It took eight 
attempts. Similarly, an 
investigation from Sen. Elizabeth 
Warren (D-Mass.) found that 
most calls to the help line are 
never answered by a human. 
According to her team, “The 
majority of calls ended when the 
caller was placed on hold and 
then dropped … leaving the 
caller without assistance.” 

Like the proverbial rearranging 
of the deck chairs on the Titanic, 
the Trump administration 
responded to this accurate but 
devastating reporting 
by shifting thousands of field 
office workers to answering the 1
-800 number — which means 
they aren’t processing benefit 
claims. Although Trump can 
report that the phones are being 
answered more quickly, the work 
to actually get benefits into 
people’s hands is falling farther 
behind.  

Even before Trump took office, 
the Social Security 
Administration was understaffed 
due to decades of underfunding 
from congressional Republicans. 
In 2023, the agency was at its 
lowest staffing level in 25 years, 
even as the number of 
beneficiaries climbed, with 
12,000 baby boomers turning 65 
each day. ...Read More 

Social Security Benefit Cuts May Be Inevitable. Here's My Plan to Cope 

 

Opinion: Trump is breaking Social Security 

There are many older 
Americans today who get the 
majority of their retirement 
income from their Social Security 
benefits. And people in this 
situation may be in for a financial 
shock in less than a decade. 

According to the most recent 
report from the Social Here are 
some specific steps I've taken to 
build up my retirement nest egg: 

 I've said yes to extra work 
frequently through the years, 
even when I craved the 
downtime. Since that extra 
income wasn't needed for bills, it 
all went into savings. 

 I never upgraded my house 
or vehicle when my income rose. 
That allowed me to bank extra 
money. 
I've mostly said no to fancy 
vacations in favor of low-key 
travel. We've made great 
memories through the years as a 

family without 
spending a fortune. 

 Security Trustees, 
the program's combined trust 
funds are expected to run dry in 
2034. At that point, Social 
Security may be looking at a 19% 
broad reduction in benefits. 

For people who rely on every 
penny they get from Social 
Security to make ends meet, that 
could be a devastating loss of 
income. And while Social 
Security cuts aren't set in stone, 
it's important to recognize that 
they're a strong possibility. 

Clearly, this isn't something I'm 
happy about. But I'm also not 
losing sleep over Social Security 
cuts. Instead, I'm aiming to set 
myself up so that they don't 
matter to me all that much. 

How I hope to use Social 
Security in retirement 

There are many retirees today 

who would not be 
able to cover their 
living expenses 

without Social Security. I, on the 
other hand, am making sacrifices 
today in the hopes that Social 
Security ends up being more of a 
minor retirement income source 
for me. 

In fact, ideally, I want to save 
enough money so that I'm able to 
cover my essential bills without 
Social Security. That way, no 
matter what those benefits of 
mine amount to, they're really 
just extra. 

I've also made a point to invest 
my long-term savings rather than 
just let it sit in cash or even index 
funds. I frequently check in on 
my portfolio, rebalancing as 
needed. Sometimes, it's more 
hands-on work than I'd like, but I 
figure it's worth the effort. 

Try to be less reliant on 

Social Security in retirement 
At this point, we do not know 

what the future has in store for 
Social Security. It's possible that 
lawmakers will step in and 
prevent benefit cuts. It's also 
possible that they won't be able to 
find a solution despite trying. For 
this reason, I would encourage 
every single worker today to save 
as diligently as possible to 
become less dependent on Social 
Security in the future. 

That doesn't have to mean 
denying yourself every single 
luxury. But the fact of the matter 
is that saving for 
retirement does require some 
sacrifice. On the flip side, you 
can set yourself up to have less 
financial stress in retirement if 
you're able to look at Social 
Security as extra money, and not 
essential income. 
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More than half of Social 
Security recipients wouldn't 
financially survive if they missed 
even half of a monthly payment, 
according to a new Nationwide 
Financial Survey. 

The survey found that many 
Americans are at risk if the Social 
Security Administration's 
proposed cuts come into effect. 

Why It Matters 
Social Security benefits are 

sent to more than 70 million 
Americans monthly. The SSA is 
set to run out of money for full 

payments in the 2030s 
unless Congress takes 
action. 

What To Know 
In the survey, which 

spanned responses from more 
than 1,800 U.S. adults, 14 percent 
of recipients strongly agreed that 
they wouldn't be able to survive a 
missed payment, and 30 percent 
somewhat agreed 

Of respondents, 74 percent 
said they were worried about 
Social Security benefits running 
out at some point in their lifetime, 

and 83 percent expressed 
concerns over the SSA's 
long-term viability. 
In 2034, the SSA will face 

an automatic 19 percent cut to 
benefits based on the current 
money supply. That would 
translate to seniors losing around 
$4,573 a year, dramatically 
lowering the quality of life for 
many. 

The primary driver of the 
impending cuts is an aging 
population, particularly as baby 
boomers retire and a shrinking 

base of younger workers pays into 
the program. As a result, the 
Social Security Administration 
would only be able to pay about 
80 percent of scheduled benefits 
unless funding solutions are 
enacted. 

A prior Cato Institute report 
found that young workers will see 
a reduction equivalent to 
$110,000 of their lifetime 
earnings due to higher taxes and/
or reduced benefits….Read More 

Senator introduces new bill to eliminate taxes on Social Security benefits 
President Donald Trump's "big 

beautiful bill" provides relief to 
certain Social Security 
beneficiaries who pay taxes on 
their benefits. 

But it doesn't eliminate those 
levies entirely. 

Now, Sen. Ruben Gallego, D-
Arizona, introduced a bill on 
Thursday — titled the You Earn 
It, You Keep it Act — to 
eliminate taxes on Social Security 
benefits. A House version of the 
bill was introduced by Rep. 
Angie Craig, D-Minnesota, in 
April. 

Gallego's bill would 
permanently eliminate federal 
taxes on Social Security benefits. 
It would also expand the Social 
Security payroll tax to apply to 
annual earnings over $250,000. 
Currently, the maximum earnings 

subject to Social Security 
payroll taxes is $176,100 in 
2025. Consequently, high 
earners may only pay into 
the program for part of the year. 

"Despite decades of paying into 
the system, seniors are still forced 
to pay taxes on their hard-earned 
benefits — all while the ultra 
wealthy barely pay into the 
system," Gallego said in a 
statement. 

Social Security recipients may 
owe federal income taxes on their 
benefits depending on their 
income. 

How much they may owe is 
based on a formula known as 
combined income — the sum of 
adjusted gross income, tax-
exempt interest income and half 
of Social Security benefits. 

Up to 50% of benefits may be 

taxed for individual tax filers 
with between $25,000 and 
$34,000 in combined 
income, or married couples 

who file jointly with between 
$32,000 and $44,000. 

Up to 85% of benefits may be 
taxable for individuals with more 
than $34,000 in combined income 
or couples with more than 
$44,000. 

Republicans' new "big 
beautiful" law includes a new 
senior deduction aimed at helping 
to defray the effects of federal 
taxes on Social Security benefits. 

Adults aged 65 and over may 
be able to claim an additional 
deduction of up to $6,000. 

Whether beneficiaries will 
benefit from the change will 
depend on their income. 

The full deduction will be 

available to individual taxpayers 
with up to $75,000 in modified 
adjusted gross income or married 
couples with up to $150,000. The 
deduction will gradually phase 
out for taxpayers with incomes 
above those thresholds. 

The temporary deduction — 
which will be in effect for tax 
years 2025 through 2028 — will 
be available to eligible taxpayers 
regardless of whether they take 
the standard deduction or itemize 
their returns. 

Middle-income taxpayers stand 
to benefit the most from the 
policy, according to tax experts, 
since low earners may already be 
exempt from federal taxes on 
benefits and higher earners will 
be above the phaseout 
thresholds….Read More 

Dear Help Me Retire,  
My husband passed away last 

year. He was retired and a Social 
Security beneficiary. I was told 
that I cannot get any of his 
benefits. 

I am retired and receiving 
benefits from the Ohio Public 
Employees Retirement System 
(OPERS). I did not work enough 
under Social Security so I do not 
qualify for my own Social 
Security benefits 

 did receive a $250 death 
benefit when he passed — and 
that was all I got. I heard that 
there were changes or updates to 
the “windfall-tax program,” 
started in the Reagan era. 

Do you know if this is true and 
correct? Please advise. 

Widowed Beneficiary 
Dear Widowed, 

I’m sorry for your loss. 
You heard correctly that 
you may be eligible for 
Social Security benefits.  
One of the last acts President 
Biden made before leaving office 
in January was to sign the Social 
Security Fairness Act into law. 
The new law repealed 
the Windfall Elimination 
Provision and the Government 
Pension Offset programs, which 
reduced what people with certain 
pensions were eligible to receive 
from their own Social Security 
retirement benefits or as 
dependents (including spousal 
benefits).  

Because of this repeal, you 
should be eligible for benefits — 
if not using your own record, then 
under your husband’s record. 
Typically, survivors can get as 

much as 100% of the 
monthly payment the 
deceased received, which 

would include any delayed credits 
if he waited past his own Full 
Retirement Age. How much you 
receive also depends on whether 
you are at your own Full 
Retirement Age. If you’re 
younger than your FRA, you 
would get a reduced amount. 

Surviving spouses — and, 
sometimes, children if there is no 
spouse — may be eligible to 
receive a $255 one-time lump sum 
death benefit. For readers in a 
similar situation: the benefit 
expires after two years from the 
decedent’s death. But for you to 
get any benefit now that WEP and 
GPO are gone, assuming you have 
not done so already. The Social 
Security Administration has 

already begun paying these 
benefits, and has completed 92% 
of new applications as of mid-
July, the agency said. 
The Social Security 
Administration has a page 
dedicated to questions and 
answers about the Social Security 
Fairness Act. You can apply for 
benefits online at www.ssa.gov/
apply, but if you’re only eligible 
for surviving spousal benefits, 
you’ll have to do that offline. I 
recommend that you call the 
Social Security Administration at 
1-800-772-1213 or visit a local 
office in person – but make an 
appointment first so you’re not 
left waiting around. 

Applications can take time to 
process, so reach out to the SSA at 
your earliest convenience. 

My husband died last year, but I only received $250 from Social Security. Can I get more under the new law? 

Over Half of Social Security Recipients at Risk Under Possible Cuts—Survey 
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The Centers for Medicare and 
Medicaid Services (CMS) 
recently announced the launch of 
a program that will require 
individuals on Medicare to obtain 
prior approval from the federal 
health insurance program before 
undergoing certain 
procedures. It's expected to start 
in 2026 in six states and will help 
"patients and providers avoid 
unnecessary or inappropriate care 
and safeguarding federal taxpayer 
dollars," according to a CMS 
statement. Below, we break down 
exactly what this means for 
people on Medicare.  

What to know about the 
Medicare prior authorization 
update 

In June of this year, CMS 
announced that it would be 
launching the Wasteful and 
Inappropriate Service Reduction 
(WISeR) Model, which will 
require "prior authorization" for 

people 
on Medicare hoping to 
undergo certain 
procedures.  

It will begin on 
January 1, 2026, and last for six 
years, with an expected launch in 
Arizona, New Jersey, Oklahoma, 
Ohio, Texas and Washington. 
They will then select certain 
companies in these states to test 
out the program.  

"CMS is committed to crushing 
fraud, waste and abuse, and the 
WISeR Model will help root out 
waste in Original Medicare," 
CMS Administrator Mehmet Oz, 
MD, said in a statement on the 
agency's website. "Combining 
the speed of technology and the 
experienced clinicians, this new 
model helps bring Medicare into 
the 21st century by testing a 
streamlined prior authorization 
process, while protecting 

Medicare beneficiaries 
from being given 
unnecessary and often 
costly procedures." 
CMS also states that 

the services affected "include, but 
are not limited to, skin and tissue 
substitutes, electrical nerve 
stimulator implants and knee 
arthroscopy for knee 
osteoarthritis. The model 
excludes inpatient-only services, 
emergency services and services 
that would pose a substantial risk 
to patients if significantly 
delayed."  

Following the initial 
announcement, several members 
of Congress wrote a letter to Dr. 
Oz, arguing that "WISeR will 
likely limit beneficiaries' access 
to care, increase burden on our 
already overburdened health care 
workforce and create perverse 
incentives to put profit over 

patients."  
"Traditional Medicare has 

rarely required prior 
authorization. This is vastly 
different in Medicare Advantage, 
in which beneficiaries are 
regularly subjected to prior 
authorization, as documented by 
the Department of Health and 
Human Services (HHS) Office of 
Inspector General (OIG) and 
CMS.2," the letter states. "While 
prior authorization is often 
described as a cost-containment 
strategy, in practice it increases 
provider burden, takes time away 
from patients, limits patients' 
access to life-saving care and 
creates unnecessary 
administrative burden. Many 
patients choose Traditional 
Medicare because they know their 
care will be determined by their 
doctors and not by insurance 
companies."…Read More 

Medicare To Require ‘Prior Authorization' for Procedures: What It Means 

The U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) has 
approved the updated COVID-19 
vaccine for all adults age 65 and 
up, but Medicare often isn't 
covering the shot, forcing some 
seniors to pay out of pocket, 
according to a recent report 
from NBC News. 

Newsweek reached out to the 
Centers for Medicare and 
Medicaid Services (CMS) for 
comment on Monday. 

Why It Matters 
Roughly 68 million 

Americans are enrolled in 
Medicare and rely on the 
government-run health insurance 
to cover medical checkups, 
treatments and procedures. 

However, a gap in coverage 

may force seniors to pay 
high costs out of pocket, 
significantly impacting 
their quality-of-life if they 
don't have sufficient funds 
on low-retirement savings 
accounts. 

What To Know 
One 74-year-old beneficiary, 

Allison Engel, was told by her 
CVS in Pasadena, California, 
that the cost of the shot would be 
$225 out of pocket, according to 
NBC News. 

"They typed everything in, 
and handed me a rejection 
letter," she said. "They told me it 
wasn't in the Medicare system 
yet and I should come back in 
two weeks." 

nstead of waiting, Engel 

decided to get the 
updated vaccine and 
paid out of pocket. She 
hopes Medicare 
reimburses her. 

"The pharmacist tells my 
wife, 'We've had Medicare 
patients coming in all day, and 
everybody's upset because we 
can't give it,'" 78-year-old Brant 
Mittler of San Antonio, Texas, 
told NBC News. 

Mittler, however, said he and 
his wife got their shots after the 
pharmacist said Medicare had 
updated the system there. 
Patient experiences like this 
arrive in stark contrast to 
Department of Health and 
Human Services (HHS) 
Secretary Robert F. Kennedy 

Jr.'s statements when he told 
a Senate committee on Thursday 
that most Americans will be able 
to get the COVID-19 vaccine 
from their pharmacy for free. 

"Anybody can get the 
booster," Kennedy Jr. said 
previously. "Most Americans 
will be able to get it from their 
pharmacy." 
The coverage gap may be related 
to the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention's (CDC) 
Advisory Committee on 
Immunization Practices' meeting 
having not occurred yet. While it 
usually takes place earlier in the 
year, the meeting is set to take 
place on September 18…..Read 
More 

Medicare update: Seniors face new coverage gap 

President Trump wants to 
eliminate fraud, waste, and abuse 

from entitlement programs 
like Social Security. Some issues 
he has highlighted have no basis 

in fact -- Trump has falsely 
claimed millions of individuals 
over 100 years old get Social 

Security benefits simply because 
they have not been marked 

deceased in the database -- but his 
goal undoubtedly has merit.  

Social Security accounts for 
22% of government spending, 

and the program is 
projected to run a $3.3 
trillion deficit over the next 
10 years. The Social 
Security Trust Fund (the 
account that pays beneficiaries) 
is likely to be depleted during 
that period, at which point 
benefits will be cut 
automatically unless Congress 
solves the funding problem  

The Trump administration has 
made several changes to Social 
Security. None will dent the 10-

year deficit, but two could 
negatively impact (or at 
least surprise) retirees. The 
Social Security 
Administration (SSA) 

increased its overpayment 
collection rate in July, and it will 
stop issuing paper checks to 
beneficiaries in September.  

The Social Security 
Administration started 
garnishing benefits more 
aggressively in July 

The SSA sometimes makes 

mistakes when paying benefits, 
and the most common errors are 
overpayments. When the SSA 
determines someone has been 
paid too much, the agency 
attempts to recover the money by 
garnishing benefits. It sends a 
notification by mail and allows 90 
days for the person to appeal the 
decision. There are three ways to 
appeal, as explained 
below:...Read More 

Social Security Made a Big Change in July Due to President Trump's Agenda. 
Another Big Change Is Coming in September. 
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Social Security makes a big change to eligibility rules 

Social Security benefits are a 
lifeline for millions of 
Americans. These benefits keep 
many people out of poverty, 
including the elderly and the 
disabled, who count on various 
Social Security programs to help 
them make ends meet when they 
have retired or when they are 
unable to work as a result of a 
serious medical condition. 

While Social Security is a very 

important program, it can 
also be a complicated 
one. There are strict 
eligibility rules for 
certain benefit programs, 
and there are a lot of complex 
issues to address about when 
exactly benefits can and should 
be claimed. It’s very important 
for potential beneficiaries to be 
aware of these rules. 

It’s also worth noting that the 

rules can sometimes 
change over time. For 
example, one change that 
has been happening is 
that the full retirement 

age has been shifting later for 
retirees, as it used to be 65 for 
everyone but has gradually been 
moving back to age 67.  

That change was put in place 
many years ago to shore up the 
finances of the Social Security 

benefits program. 
Now, new changes to Social 

Security eligibility rules will take 
effect. 

The modifications are good 
news because they can make it 
easier for a very vulnerable group 
of individuals to gain access to 
earned benefits they have worked 
for throughout their careers and 
that they may desperately 
need….Read More 

DOGE mishandled your Social Security data. Here’s what that means. 

Since its inception in 
1935, Social Security was 
intended as a supplementary 
income for retirees. However, it 
has evolved into the main source 
of income for a staggering 77% 
of retirees in the United States.  

This shift has raised significant 
concerns, or 'red flags,' about the 
financial stability of millions 
who may soon realize that their 
benefits fall short of sustaining 
their desired lifestyle. 

The Income Replacement 

Gap 
The first and most 

critical red flag is the 
gap between the 
estimated benefits and 
the desired retirement income. 
Financial experts recommend 
planning to spend between 55% 
and 80% of pre-retirement 
income to live comfortably. 
However, Social Security only 
replaces about 40% of those 
earnings.  

A second warning sign 
appears long before 
retirement: spending most 
of one's income during 
working years. If the 

current lifestyle consumes nearly 
all of one's salary, it is a clear 
indication that the reduced 
income from Social Security will 
be insufficient to meet future 
needs. 
Retiring with Debt 

Another major red flag is 
entering retirement with debts, 

such as mortgages, car loans, or 
credit card balances. Living on a 
fixed income, like that provided 
by Social Security, leaves no 
room for unexpected expenses, 
let alone interest payments. 
Using credit cards to cover 
monthly expenses can increase 
the cost of living by 20% to 30% 
in interest alone, trapping retirees 
in a debt cycle that is extremely 
difficult to escape on a tight 

budget...Read More 

Last week, while many of us 
were enjoying the last days of 
summer, a 
whistleblower disclosed 
shocking details indicating 
staffers with the so-
called Department of 
Government Efficiency have 
been messing with Americans’ 
most sensitive data. According 
to the whistleblower, DOGE 
staffers uploaded the entire 
catalogue of Social Security 
numbers — as well as 
individuals’ full names, birth 
dates and addresses — to an 
unauthorized online storage 
system that bypassed the 
agency’s standard security and 
oversight protocols. 

This scandal may lack the 
pizzazz of the personality-driven 
dramas that dominate our current 
political moment. But its 
implications are difficult to 
overstate. The consequences of 
Social Security number theft are 
devastating. Bad actors can use 
these stolen numbers to run up 
debts in their victims’ names, 
worm their way into bank 
accounts, steal government 
benefits and unlock even more 
private data. Social Security 
numbers are such a coveted tool 

for fraudsters 
that, according to one 
study, their presence in a 
cache of stolen data 
increases the odds of an 
identity theft attempt from a 
baseline risk of roughly 2% all 
the way to 97%. 

The upshot is that DOGE’s 
actions — uploading every single 
Social Security number to an 
unauthorized storage 
environment, subject to unknown 
risk from unknown 
cybercriminals — put all of us at 
risk of significant financial 
crimes. Whistleblower Charles 
Borges, the Social Security 
Administration’s now-former 
chief data officer, described the 
potential consequences as 
“catastrophic.” And he predicted 
it could lead to the federal 
government being forced to 
reissue a new number to every 
single American — a measure 
that would inflict enormous costs 
and hassle on American 
households. According to 
Borges’ complaint, “one of his 
superiors noted that possibility, 
underscoring the risk to the 
public.” The upshot is that 
DOGE’s actions — uploading 
every single Social Security 

number to an unauthorized 
storage environment, 
subject to unknown risk 
from unknown 
cybercriminals — put all 

of us at risk of significant 
financial crimes. Whistleblower 
Charles Borges, the Social 
Security Administration’s now-
former chief data officer, 
described the potential 
consequences as “catastrophic.” 
And he predicted it could lead to 
the federal government being 
forced to reissue a new number to 
every single American — a 
measure that would inflict 
enormous costs and hassle on 
American households. According 
to Borges’ complaint, “one of his 
superiors noted that possibility, 
underscoring the risk to the 
public.” 

Labor Relations Board, for 
example, another federal 
whistleblower reported 
repeated attempts from an IP 
address in Russia to break in 
using DOGE login credentials. In 
2014, foreign adversaries 
successfully stole data stored by 
the Office of Personnel 
Management, a heist one House 
Republican-led report laid at 
the feet of OPM’s failure to 

“implement basic cyber 
hygiene.” 

Worse, DOGE’s cavalier 
behavior at the SSA is not a one-
off. It is part of a broader, 
administration-wide push to 
collect and consolidate 
Americans’ private data. The 
federal government is trying to 
transfer Social Security 
information to U.S. Citizenship 
and Immigration Services, to 
allow ICE agents “direct access” 
to your Medicaid data, and 
to export taxpayer data in bulk 
to the Department of Homeland 
Security. It’s unclear what kinds 
of privacy and security 
protections are in place for any of 
these novel efforts. 

Inevitably, some will brush off 
this scandal. They’ll dismiss 
those raising alarm bells as prim-
lipped defenders of the broken, 
nonresponsive institutions that 
voters sent President Donald 
Trump back to Washington to 
fix. If this administration has a 
mandate to bring change, maybe 
that includes letting the DOGE 
whiz kids blast through standard 
data handling protocols so they 
can fix our federal bureaucracy. 

Social Security Raises Red Flags for Millions of Beneficiaries 
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Trump says 88% of US retirees will now pay zero taxes on Social Security — 
but can the ‘big beautiful bill’ hurt you? 

Back on July 1, the White 
House issued 
a statement claiming that “88% 
of all seniors who receive Social 
Security — will pay NO TAX on 
their Social Security benefits” 
because of President Donald 
Trump’s new “One Big Beautiful 
Bill.” 

However, the White 
House cited the U.S. Council of 
Economic Advisers, a branch of 
the President’s office, as the 
source for this claim. 

Independent experts at the 
Center for Budget and Policy 
Priorities (CBPP), meanwhile, 
have taken a closer look at the 
megabill’s actual impact on the 
Social Security program 
and found that the claims could 
be “false and exaggerated.” 

While the debate rages on, 
understanding why experts 
disagree with the Trump 
administration on this issue 
could help you and your loved 
ones figure out if the new 
bill actually helps your finances 
over the long-term or if it’ll hurt 
you instead. 

Targeted deductions 

The White House’s 
calculations hinge on 
the megabill’s new and 
raised tax deductions 
for many seniors. 

Starting this year, seniors aged 
65 and above can claim a new 
deduction of up to $6,000 per 
person. For couples filing jointly, 
that could mean up to $12,000 if 
both spouses qualify. 

These deductions reduce 
taxable income for older 
Americans. However, even the 
White House acknowledges that 
about 64% of Social Security 
recipients already paid no federal 
tax on their benefits before the 
new law, thanks to existing 
deductions and exemptions. 

Eligibility isn’t based on age 
alone — modified adjusted gross 
income (MAGI) also matters. 
Individuals earning $75,000 or 
less can claim the full deduction. 
It phases out above that and 
vanishes at $175,000. For joint 
filers, it starts phasing out at 
$150,000 and disappears entirely 
at $250,000. 

It’s also worth noting that the 
White House’s figures consider 

only beneficiaries aged 
65 and over, but Social 
Security can be 
claimed as early as 62, 
meaning a portion of 

the recipient population is 
excluded from their estimate. 

In total, fewer than 24% of all 
current Social Security recipients 
will see a reduction in taxable 
income directly due to the new 
law. According to the CBPP, this 
falls far short of Trump’s 
campaign promise to eliminate 
all taxes on Social Security. 

Not only does this new 
deduction fall short of promises, 
it also has second-order effects 
that could actually expose many 
seniors to lower benefits over the 
long-term. 

Temporary deductions, 
faster trust fund depletion 

The new senior deduction is 
temporary and only applies 
through 2028. Most older 
Americans who benefit from it 
will have just four years to take 
advantage of the savings. 

At the same time, the cost of 
all the tax deductions and 
reductions in Trump’s megabill 

could reduce federal tax revenue 
from Social Security benefits by 
$30 billion annually, according 
to the CBPP. 

“This is enough to accelerate 
the insolvency of the Social 
Security retirement fund and 
Medicare Hospital Insurance 
fund to 2032, a year sooner than 
the program’s trustees projected 
just last month,” the 
report stated. 

In other words, the new law 
offers short-term tax relief for 
some seniors, but at the expense 
of the long-term stability of 
Social Security and Medicare 
trust funds, which affects all 
beneficiaries. 

If you are retired or planning 
for retirement, it may be wise to 
consider a broader outlook. If 
you’re eligible, you could use the 
new deduction to boost your 
personal savings, and talk to a 
financial advisor about preparing 
for the possibility of smaller 
Social Security checks in the 
future. 

 

The Trump Administration is 
carelessly and dangerously 
mishandling the people’s most 
private information,” said U.S. 
Representatives John Larson 
(CT-01) and Richard Neal (MA-
01), ranking members of the 
House Ways & Means Social 
Security subcommittee. 

As you know, for months now, 
the Social Security 
Administration (SSA) has made 
troubling changes that continue 
under Commissioner Frank 
Bisignano’s 
leadership: 
cutting staff, 
reducing 
services and 
making it harder 
for seniors, people with 
disabilities and retirees to get the 
help they need. All while wait 
times grow longer and backlogs 
continue to pile up.  

And back in February, the 
National Committee warned that 
the so-called Department of 
Government 

Efficiency (DOGE) was 
compromising Americans’ 
personal information by 
accessing sensitive Social 
Security data:  

Two weeks ago, our fears 
were confirmed. For no 
justifiable reason, DOGE team 
members uploaded the personal 
information of hundreds of 

millions of Americans to “a 
vulnerable cloud server,” 
according to a whistleblower 
within SSA.  

The New York Times reported 
that SSA’s chief data officer, 
Charles Borges, filed a 
whistleblower complaint 
alleging that DOGE members 

“copied the data to a server that 
only DOGE could access… 
creating enormous 
vulnerabilities.”  

A subsequent CNN story 
underlined the dangers of this 
reckless move. Correspondent 
Matt Egan reported that 
DOGE’s “move fast, break 
things” strategy at SSA could 

lead to “widespread identity 
theft.” Egan warned that if the 
data uploaded to the unsecure 
cloud server is breached, the 
government might have to re-
issue Social Security numbers to 
everyone who currently has one.  

That’s why the National 
Committee strongly endorses 

U.S. Representative Larson and 
U.S Representative Neal’s new 
bill, the “Protecting 
Americans’ Social Security 
Data Act” (H.R. 1877) to block 
political appointees, including 
DOGE members, from accessing 
sensitive SSA data systems.  

The legislation would also 
establish privacy requirements 
for beneficiary data — and 
strengthen oversight and civil 
penalties for violating Social 
Security beneficiaries’ personal 

information.  
Please sign our 
urgent Petition 
to Congress to 
pass this critical 
bill ASAP. And 

help the National Committee put 
pressure on your member of 
Congress to build a firewall to 
contain the growing campaign in 
Washington and on Wall Street 
to cut and privatize Social 
Security by wreaking havoc on 
the agency that administers 
Americans’ earned benefits.  

Social Security Beneficiaries Have Good Reason to Be Concerned  

“Seniors, their families, and people with disabilities most certainly cannot trust Trump 
and Musk with their crucial federal benefits — or their personal data.” – Max Richtman, 
NCPSSM President, 2/3/25 
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Millions of retirees are 
stretched thin financially right 
now, relying heavily on Social 
Security checks to make ends 
meet. In fact, just over 60% of 
beneficiaries say that they couldn't 
survive if they missed even half of 
a monthly Social Security 
payment, according to a 2025 
survey from the Nationwide 
Retirement Institute. 

October is one of the most 
important times of year for those 
relying on their benefits, as the 
Social Security Administration 
(SSA) will announce the 
upcoming cost-of-living 
adjustment (COLA). Here's 
everything you need to know 
about the future COLA and how it 
could affect your retiremen 

When will the 2026 COLA be 
announced? 

The COLA is calculated using 
third-quarter inflation data based 
on the Consumer Price Index for 
Urban Wage Earners and Clerical 
Workers (CPI-W). The CPI-W is 
published monthly by the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, and it tracks 
changes in everyday costs 
affecting the typical American 

worker. 
To determine the 

2026 COLA, the 
SSA will take an average of the 
CPI-W values from July, August, 
and September of this year. It will 
then compare that figure to the 
average from the same time 
period in 2024. If this year's 
average is higher, the percentage 
difference will be the COLA for 
2026. 

September's CPI-W report is 
expected to be released on Oct. 
15, according to the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, and the SSA will 
likely announce next year's COLA 
shortly after that report is 
published. 

COLA estimates continue to 
climb 

While we won't know the 
official COLA until mid-October, 
some experts have already 
predicted where it may land based 
on inflation data so far this year. 

Nonpartisan advocacy group 
The Senior Citizens League 
estimates that the 2026 COLA 
will be 2.7%, based on the most 
recent CPI-W data released in 
August. That's up from its 2.1% 

estimate in January, 
and it's steadily 
climbed month after 

month. 
A higher COLA may seem like 

a good thing on the surface. 
However, because the adjustment 
is directly tied to inflation, a 
higher COLA indicates that prices 
have surged this year. For many 
retirees, the extra money they'll 
receive from Social Security may 
not outweigh the higher costs 
they're facing. 

Food costs, for example, have 
surged by 2.9% between July 
2024 and July 2025, according to 
the USDA, while the average 
electricity bill increased by 6.7% 
over the past 12 months. While a 
2.7% COLA can help cover those 
costs, rising inflation will often 
have a bigger impact on retirees' 
budgets than a higher Social 
Security benefit. 

What can retirees do right 
now? 

Perhaps the best move you can 
make when it comes to the COLA 
is to keep your expectations in 
check. 

A 2025 report from the SSA 

Board of Trustees revealed that 
the highest possible COLA for 
2026 would likely be 3%. This 
assumes that inflation continues to 
surge throughout September, 
resulting in a higher 

The average retired worker 
collects around $2,000 per month 
in Social Security benefits, as of 
July 2025. A 2.7% COLA would 
amount to around $54 per month, 
while a 3% adjustment would 
result in a $60 monthly raise. 
While that extra cash can make a 
difference, it's wise to keep 
realistic expectations around just 
how far that money will go and 
then budget accordingly. 
If you're able, finding other 
sources of income besides Social 
Security can also be helpful. That 
could mean continuing to work 
while receiving benefits or 
perhaps generating a small source 
of passive income to boost your 
savings. The less you need to 
depend on your benefits, the more 
protected you'll be against 
inflation in 2026 and beyond. 

Social Security: October Will Be the Most Important Month of the Year for Retirees. Here's Why. 

The most cost-effective way to strengthen Medicare 
Tom Joyce reports for The 

Center Square on the $1.3 
trillion in Medicare Advantage 
and other government waste over 
the next decade–overpayments 
that could go towards improving 
access to health care rather than 
increasing revenues for the 
corporate health insurers offering 
Medicare Advantage plans. The 
Proactive Strategies Group 
explains that this $1.3 trillion is 
not paying for medical care, and 
Congress should reclaim it. 

While it’s not at all likely that 
Congress will reclaim the full 

$1.3 trillion, there is a 
possibility it will wipe 
out around $350 billion 
of this waste. The 
bipartisan No Upcode 
bill has a chance of passing this 
upcoming Congress; the bill 
would stop some of the worst 
insurer practices that enable 
them to exaggerate the health 
status of their enrollees and 
generate government payments 
they have not earned. 
The Proactive Strategies Group 
(PSG) identifies several different 
buckets of waste. In addition to 

overpayments resulting 
from excessive insurer 
charges to cover 
enrollees, which the PSG 
pegs at $400 billion over 

ten years, PSG would end the 
$150 billion in quality-bonus 
payments to insurers, as well as 
$387 billion in non-medical 
spending and $200 billion in 
“self-dealing.” In addition, the 
government pays Medicare 
Advantage plans $30 billion a 
year to cover veterans, which the 
veterans do not use. 

There’s no arguing with PSG 

on the overpayments. But, these 
overpayments should not go 
back into the insurers’ pockets in 
the form of additional money for 
subsidies in the Affordable Care 
Act (ACA) plans. The ACA is 
also a hotbed of wasteful 
government spending on 
corporate health insurers which 
deliver poor coverage at high 
cost. While it is true that 24.3 
million Americans need help 
paying for their ACA coverage, 
investing in insurers is 
unsustainable...Read More 

If you have a question for 
Social Security these days, be 
ready to speak with a robot. More 
than four in ten calls to 
SocialSecurity now go directly to 
the bot. Unfortunately, if you end 
up talking to the bot, you might 
not get the answers you need, 
reports Darius Tahir for Kaiser 
Health News. 

The robot or chatbox is 
powered by AI. But, experts say 
it’s not yet ready for prime time. 
It was non-responsive to a key-
press and too often not providing 

the answers people were 
looking for. 

When the Biden 
administration tested the 
robot, it did not do the 
needed job. So it was not rolled 
out. The Trump administration 
has now launched it. The 
problem, according to Social 
Security’s chief information order 
under Biden, is that it will 
confuse a lot of people. People 
with Social Security depend on 
good customer service from the 
agency. 

The good news: After a 
while, if the bot is not 
answering your questions, 
it should transfer you to a 
live agent. Still, for the vast 

majority of the 74 million people 
getting Social Security benefits, 
knowing their check is coming is 
critical. Nearly 25 million of them 
depend on it for food and other 
basic necessities. 

Republicans in Congress appear 
concerned about the shift to bots. 
In a letter to the Social Security 
Administration, they report that 

their constituents are complaining 
to them about “inadequate 
customer service” at Social 
Security. 

The Social Security 
Commissioner Bisignano 
applauds the tech at Social 
Security, without acknowledging 
its limitations. Of course, he does. 
The SSA has never had so few 
staff, as a result of administration 
cuts….Read More 

Need help with Social Security? Be ready to speak with a robot 
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.A common rheumatoid 
arthritis drug appears to also 
lower blood pressure, potentially 
reducing patients’ risk of heart 
disease, a new study says. 
Methotrexate significantly 
lowered blood pressure compared 
to another arthritis drug 
called sulfasalazine, researchers 
reported recently in the Annals 
of Medicine. 

“We found that methotrexate 
lowered systolic blood pressure 
by an average of 7.4 mm/Hg 
compared with people taking 
sulfasalazine,” said lead 
researcher Arduino Mangoni, a 
strategic professor of clinical 
pharmacology with Flinders 
University in Australia. 

“This kind of reduction is 
considered meaningful because 
even a small drop in blood 
pressure can lower the risk of 

serious heart problems 
like heart attacks and 
strokes,” he said in a news 
release. 

Rheumatoid arthritis occurs in 
about 1 in 100 people, 
researchers said in background 
notes. It’s an autoimmune 
disorder that occurs when the 
immune system attacks a 
person’s joints, causing pain and 
swelling. 

For the new study, researchers 
randomly assigned 62 newly 
diagnosed RA patients to receive 
regular injections of either 
methotrexate or sulfasalazine. 

After six months, people 
receiving methotrexate had 
significantly lower systolic blood 
pressure. Systolic is the pressure 
in the blood vessels during a 
heart beat. It’s the top number in 
a blood pressure reading. 

Researchers found that this 
benefit did not appear 
linked to either 
improvements in a person’s 

arthritis symptoms or the stiffness 
of their arteries. 

That means the drug might be 
helping the heart in other ways, 
like calming inflammation or 
improving blood vessel health. 

“We’ve known for a while that 
methotrexate helps with 
inflammation, but now we’re 
seeing that it may also help lower 
blood pressure, which is a major 
risk factor for heart disease,” 
Arduino said. “This could be a 
big step forward in how we care 
for people with rheumatoid 
arthritis.” 

Results also showed that 
certain genetic traits made some 
people more likely to experience 
a drop in blood pressure on 

methotrexate. 
“In short, if someone has 

specific gene variants, 
methotrexate might add a heart 
health benefit to its usual role in 
treating rheumatoid arthritis by 
the positive effect on blood 
pressure,” Arduino said. 

However, senior 
researcher Sara Tommasi noted 
that further study is needed to 
confirm these findings and figure 
out exactly why methotrexate 
lowers blood pressure in some. 

“The results suggest that this 
well-known arthritis drug could 
also play a role in protecting 
heart health, especially in people 
who are at higher risk due to 
inflammation,” Tommasi, a 
medical scientist at the University 
of Flinders, said in a news 
release. 

Arthritis Drug Might Have Additional Heart-Healthy Benefit 

A competing report says 
moderate drinking may have some 
protective benefits  

Federal health officials have 
withdrawn a government report 
warning that even small amounts 
of alcohol could raise the risk 
of cancer and other serious health 
problems. 

The move has sparked tons of 
debate among researchers, 
advocacy groups and industry 
leaders just before new updates to 
the U.S. Dietary Guidelines were 
to be released. 

Written by researchers for the 
U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services (HHS), the 
Alcohol Intake and Health Study 
warned that even one drink a day 

boosts the risk of liver 
cirrhosis, oral and 
esophageal cancers and 
injuries. 

Researchers said they 
were told that the report would 
not be submitted to Congress as 
originally planned. 

“What people need to know is 
that the risk of serious morbidities 
and mortality, and chronic 
disease, increases as alcohol 
consumption increases, and it 
even increases at low levels of 
consumption,” a report co-
author, Katherine Keyes, 
told The New York Times. She is 
an epidemiology professor at 
Columbia University. 

The Alcohol Intake and Health 

Study is one of two reports 
that were meant to inform 
updated Dietary 
Guidelines on alcohol 
consumption. 

A separate report from the 
National Academies of Sciences, 
Engineering and Medicine 
(NASEM) reached a conclusion 
long supported by the industry. Its 
stance: Moderate drinking may be 
linked to fewer deaths overall and 
fewer heart 
attack and stroke deaths 
compared to not drinking 
entirely, The Times said. 

However, it acknowledged a 
small but significant increase 
in breast cancer risk for women. 

Some panelists involved in that 

report faced criticism over 
financial ties to alcohol makers, 
though NASEM denies that the 
industry influenced its 
conclusions, The Times reported. 

Meanwhile, the alcohol industry 
has openly supported NASEM’s 
findings, arguing that the HHS-
backed study was biased… 

“The Dietary Guidelines should 
be guided by a preponderance of 
sound science, not the personal 
ideologies of a handful of 
researchers,” an industry-
supported advocacy 
group, Science Over Bias, said in 
a statement. .Read More 

HHS Withdraws Report Linking Alcohol to Higher Cancer Risks 

Nearly Half Of People With Diabetes Unaware Of Their Illness 

Nearly half of people 
with diabetes around the world 
are unaware of their condition, 
according to a new study. 

Globally, an estimated 44% of 
people 15 and older with diabetes 
didn’t know they had the life-
threatening disease, researchers 
reported Sept. 8 in The Lancet 
Diabetes & Endocrinology. 

“By 2050, 1.3 billion people 
are expected to be living with 
diabetes, and if nearly half don’t 

know they have a serious 
and potentially deadly 
health condition, it could 
easily become a silent 
epidemic,” lead 
investigator Lauryn 
Stafford said in a news release. 
She’s a researcher at the Institute 
for Health Metrics and 
Evaluation at the University of 
Washington in Seattle. 

Worse, fewer than half of 
people who know they’re diabetic 

have their blood sugar 
levels under control, 
researchers found. 
About 91% of people 
diagnosed with diabetes 

are on some form of medication, 
but only 42% had their blood 
sugar properly managed, results 
showed. 

Overall, this means only 21% 
of all people with diabetes have 
their blood sugar under control 
and are minimizing potential 

health problems, researchers said. 

“Diabetes is a growing threat to 
population health that requires 
timely detection, treatment and 
adequate management of 
glycemic concentrations to 
reduce the risk of complications 
and premature death,” researchers 
wrote….Read More 
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New Hampshire Man Doing Well After Experimental Pig Kidney Transplant 

A 54-year-old New Hampshire 
man is recovering well after 
receiving an experimental pig 
kidney transplant. 

Bill Stewart, an athletic trainer 
from Dover, underwent the 
procedure June 14 at 
Massachusetts General Hospital 
(Mass General) in Boston. “I 
really wanted to contribute to the 
science of it,” Stewart told The 
Associated Press. 

Stewart’s case marks another 
step forward for the Mass 
General team, which is also 
following the progress of Tim 
Andrews, a New Hampshire man 
who has now lived seven months 
with a transplanted pig kidney — 
the longest known survival time 
for a gene-edited pig organ to 
date. 

The previous record was 130 

days. 
Based on lessons from 

these early cases, the 
U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) 
has granted approval to biotech 
company eGenesis to launch a 
clinical trial that will transplant 
gene-edited pig kidneys into 30 
patients who are 50 or older and 
on dialysis while awaiting a 
human kidney, The Associated 
Press said. 

“Right now we have a 
bottleneck,” said Dr. Leonardo 
Riella, a kidney specialist at 
Mass General who will help 
spearhead the upcoming trial. 

More than 100,000 people are 
on the U.S. transplant waiting 
list, most of whom need kidneys, 
and thousands die each year 
waiting on one. 

Scientists are 
genetically modifying 
pigs so their organs are 
less likely to be rejected 
by the human immune 

system. 
Earlier transplant attempts — 

including two pig hearts and two 
pig kidneys — were short-lived 
and involved very sick patients. 

But researchers have begun 
shifting toward testing pig organs 
in patients who are generally 
healthy. Stewart, for example, 
had kidney failure caused 
by high blood pressure but 
otherwise had no serious health 
conditions. 

It can take up to seven years 
for people with Stewart's blood 
type to find a matching kidney. 
And after two years on dialysis, 
he applied to be part of Mass 

General’s program. 
Since the surgery, Stewart said 

he has been able to ease back into 
work and has even visited his 
former dialysis clinic to 
encourage other patients. 

He told The Associated 
Press that he wanted to “let 
everyone know I’m doing all 
right and maybe kind of give 
some people some hope.” 

Riella said both Stewart and 
Andrews required some minor 
changes to their anti-rejection 
medications, but so far, their 
transplanted kidneys are 
functioning well. 

Riella said it’s far too early to 
know how long pig kidneys 
might last. 

“A year, hopefully longer than 
that – that’s already a huge 
advantage,” he said. 

 

Diabetes is most prevalent 
among people over 65. As many 
as 26 percent of older Americans 
have diabetes. But, new evidence 
indicates that older adults can 
reduce their risk of diabetes if 
they follow the Mediterranean 
diet, lower calorie intake, and 
exercise more, reports Nina 
Agrawal for the New York 
Times.  

A 5,000 person trial in Spain 
found that people between the 

ages of 55 and 75, who 
were overweight, could 
lower their risk of 
getting diabetes by 31 
percent if they stuck to 
the Mediterranean diet and kept 
their calorie count down. Over six 
years, they also exercised, 
including brisk walking–45 
minutes a day six days a week–
and engaged in strength and 
balance training two to three 
times a week. And, they met 

regularly with a dietician. 
The Mediterranean diet 
focuses on foods that are 
not processed or ultra-
processed. Fruits, 

vegetables, olive oil, fish and 
whole grains. Sticking to this 
diet, without making other 
lifestyle changes, has been found 
to reduce people’s risk of getting 
diabetes by 30 percent as 
compared to people on a low-fat 
diet. One study also found that 

the Mediterranean diet reduces 
people’s risk of Alzheimer’s 
disease, even if they have a high 
genetic risk. 

A 2022 trial found that people 
following a low-calorie, low-fat 
diet, who exercised 20-30 
minutes a day and kept their 
weight down reduced their risk of 
diabetes by 58 percent as 
compared to a group that did not.  

Reduce your risk of diabetes, eat healthy 

Online Blood Pressure Pics Often Misleading, A Poor Guide For Patients, Study Says 

Folks figuring out how to take 
their blood pressure at home 
might be tempted to use online 
stock photos to see how it’s done 
— but they really shouldn’t, a 
new study warns. 

Only about 1 in 7 stock photos 
found online correctly depict the 
right way to measure blood 
pressure, researchers reported in 
the journal Hypertension. 

“We expected that about 50% 
of images would be accurate. 
However, our findings were 
worse than expected,” said lead 
researcher Alta Schutte, a 
professor of cardiovascular 
medicine at the University of 
New South Wales Sydney in 
Australia. 

“Because people tend to 
remember images better than 
words — a phenomenon known 

as the picture-superiority 
effect — inaccurate 
visuals could have 
serious public health 
consequences,” she 
added in a news release. 

Home blood pressure readings 
have become increasingly 
important, with clinical 
guidelines now recommending 
that people regularly self-monitor 
their pressure and report the data 
to their doctor, researchers said 
in background notes. 

But fewer than 1 in every 5 
home blood pressure device 
owners report that someone has 
shown them how to properly take 
their own readings, researchers 
said. Many likely turn to the 
internet for guidance. 

For the new study, researchers 
analyzed more than 1,100 images 

found on 11 major 
online stock photo sites 
using the term “blood 
pressure check.” 

Only 14% of those 
images depicted people properly 
checking their blood pressure in 
the correct posture and with the 
right device, researchers found. 

Things the pictures get wrong, 
based on clinical guidelines, 
include: 

 Not sitting upright with the 
back supported in a chair 
(73%). 

 Not resting the whole 
forearm on a flat surface or 
table (55%). 

 Using a manual self-
pumping device rather than 
an electronic upper-arm 
device (52%). 

 Dangling feet rather than 
placing them flat on the floor 
(36%). 

 Not putting the mid-arm on 
the same level as the heart 
(19%). 

 Talking with someone else 
while taking the reading 
(18%). 

 Sitting with legs crossed 
(13%). 

 Placing the blood pressure 
cuff over clothing, rather 
than on the bare arm (12%). 

 Standing or lying down 
rather than sitting 
organizations and 
universities have been using 
inaccurate images, Schutte 
noted….Read More 
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