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ISSUE MEMORANDUM

DATE April 11, 2023

TO Committee Members, California State Board of Optometry (CSBO)
FROM Gregory Pruden, Executive Officer

SUBJECT éggnda Item #5E — Discussion and Possible Action on Legislation: SB

BILL NUMBER: SB 340

AUTHOR: Eggman

BILL DATE: February 7, 2023

SUBJECT: Medi-Cal: eyeglasses: Prison Industry Authority
SPONSOR: California Optometric Association

AUTHOR REASON FOR THE BILL:

According to the author: “current DHCS policy requires that eyeglasses for the Medi-Cal
program be obtained through CalPIA. Unfortunately, the delivery system is fraught with
long delays and quality control issues. Medi-Cal beneficiaries often wait one to two
months to receive their eyeglasses and thousands are suffering because they cannot
see well enough to perform necessary life functions. School-age children experiencing
lengthy delays for their glasses are visually handicapped in their classroom causing
them to struggle academically. Recreational and other extra-curricular activities are also
negatively impacted. Over 13 million Californians rely on the Medi-Cal program for
health coverage including over 40% of the state’s children, nearly 5.2 million kids.
Because two thirds of Medi-Cal patients are people of color, the lack of timely access to
eyeglasses in Medi-Cal is an equity concern. This bill, the Better Access to Better Vision
Act, addresses the ongoing concerns with delays and quality of products by
optometrists participating in the Medi-Cal program by authorizing the option of using a
private entity when ordering eyeglasses. Expanding the source options for eyewear
allows providers to better meet their patients’ needs.”

DESCRIPTION OF CURRENT LEGISLATION:

This bill, for purposes of Medi-Cal reimbursement for covered optometric

services, would authorize a provider to obtain eyeglasses from a private entity,

as an alternative to a purchase of eyeglasses from the Prison Industry Authority (PIA).
The bill would condition implementation of this provision on the availability of

federal financial participation.




BACKGROUND:

This bill is substantially similar to SB 1089 (Wilk,2022) which was sponsored by the
California Optometric Association. The Board considered that bill in 2022 and took a
support position on it. That bill was ultimately gut and amended into an entirely different
topic and the language the Board had considered was not enacted.

ANALYSIS:

Optometry and eyeglasses for children are a mandatory benefit of the Medicaid
program that states must provide if they participate in Medicaid. Optometry and
eyeglasses for adults are an optional state benefit. The adult benefit has been cut in the
past during times of budget distress. This last occurred during 2009-2020, with the adult
benefit resuming in 2020, subject to an annual appropriation. For both adults and
children, routine eye exam and eyeglasses are covered every 24 months.

For more than 30 years, California has required that glasses for Medi-Cal beneficiaries
be exclusively made by incarcerated persons within the state’s prisons. According to an
August 18, 2022, article “California Prison Optometry Labs Under Pressure to Do
Better,” there were “295 prisoners in optical programs in three prisons, and the number
will rise to 420 when the newest women’s optometric program is fully underway in late
summer 2022.”

A July 8, 2022, article “Medi-Cal’s Reliance on Prisoners to Make Cheaper Eyeglasses
Proves Shortsighted” noted that between 2019 and 2021, orders for glasses from Medi-
Cal to the Prison Industry Authority nearly doubled, from 490,000 to 880,000;
presumably most of this increase is due to the adult benefit resuming in 2020.
According to the article, PIA contracts with nine private labs to help fulfill orders, five of
these are not located in California, and in 2021, 54% of the 880,000 orders were sent to
these contracted private labs.

The COVID-19 pandemic caused PIA service delivery issues leading to average wait
times approaching 1.5 months. This compared to historical averages of approximately 1
week. According to recent PIA data, current wait times are averaging 5.5 days; however
the March 27, 2023 Senate Health Committee analysis stated "according to a recent
public records request shared with the Committee, in the last six months of 2022, nearly
40% of the glasses with a five-day turnaround were late and nearly 50% of the glasses
with a ten-day turnaround were late."

According to the PIA, Medi-Cal pays $19.60 for every pair of glasses made. It is likely
that glasses made by private parties will cost more; last year the Department of Health
Care Services (DHCS) estimated that “based on fee-for-service rates, cost increase for
reimbursement is estimated at a 141 percent increase per claim.”

FISCAL: None

SUPPORT: California Optometric Association, California State Society for Opticians,
Children Now, National Vision Inc

OPPOSITION: None known.

POSITION: Recommendation: Neutral
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