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Since the COVID-19 public health emergency, Congress and the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services (HHS) have made tremendous strides in expanding the 
use of and coverage for telehealth in Medicare. Most recently, on April 30th, HHS 
expanded its telehealth benefit further to include telehealth provided through 
audio-only technology, such as telephones. This is a crucial change for JFNA’s 
partner agencies, such as our Jewish family & children’s agencies throughout the 
country.   
 
Previously, HHS limited Medicare’s fee-for-service telehealth benefit to providing 
payment to an eligible healthcare provider for telehealth-related services only when 
a beneficiary was physically present in a healthcare facility in a rural area. The 
COVID-19 outbreak and subsequent declaration of the Public Health Emergency on 
January 31, 2020, made clear the urgent need to introduce new flexibilities to allow 
healthcare providers and Medicare beneficiaries to connect for critical care visits, 
regardless of the location of either individual.  
 
These flexibilities were first introduced on March 4, 2020, in the first COVID-19 law 
(the Coronavirus Preparedness and Response Supplemental Appropriations Act of 
2020), which extended new flexibilities to Medicare’s telehealth benefit. In 
particular, that law for the first time allowed a Medicare beneficiary to receive 
telehealth services from any location, including from their own home. However, that 
law left in place a number of restrictions, including the limitation as to who can be a 
“qualified” telehealth provider and the types of equipment that must be used in a 
telehealth encounter to be reimbursable by Medicare. The enactment of the third 
COVID-19 law, the CARES Act, introduced additional temporary flexibilities in the 
Medicare telehealth benefit, most significantly granting the HHS Secretary the broad 
authority to waive any of the existing Medicare telehealth requirements. 
  
 



 

 
On March 30, 2020, the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) issued a 
new Interim Final Rule, announcing new policies designed in part to increase access 
to telehealth services for Medicare beneficiaries. Among other changes, CMS 
introduced new telehealth service codes, including for mental health and psychiatric 
services, and also relaxed the standard for an “interactive telecommunication 
system” so that Medicare providers could utilize everyday video communication 
technologies like Skype, Zoom, smartphones and tablets for telehealth visits.  
 
The March 30th IFR addressed audio-only telehealth, but in a limited manner, 
permitting a limited subset of practitioners (such as physicians and nurse 
practitioners) to bill for a limited set of evaluation and management codes 
using audio-only telehealth communication, but it did not waive the 
longstanding telehealth dual audio-visual requirement. 
  
On April 30, 2020, CMS announced in another interim final rule further efforts 
to expand beneficiaries’ access to telehealth services, including expanding 
access for audio-only telehealth services for all otherwise applicable 
telehealth service codes and at payment rates that would otherwise apply to 
in-person or other video telehealth visits. Under the April 30th interim final rule, 
and for the duration of the COVID-19 outbreak, healthcare providers --including 
behavioral healthcare providers -- will be able to bill for and receive the applicable 
Medicare payment amounts for telehealth services furnished via audio-only devices, 
such as landlines and cell phones.    

 
 
 For additional information, please contact Elizabeth Cullen, JFNA Counsel for Health 

Policy, (202) 736-5887 Elizabeth.Cullen@jewishfederations.org  
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