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LITTLE ROCK - The Arkansas Health Services Permit Agency is very small and very important.

The agency works under a nine-member commission and issues permits needed by nursing homes before they can expand or open new facilities. The agency bases its rulings on population projections, which are used to determine how many nursing home beds are needed in each of the 75 counties in Arkansas.

Where there is a proven need for more beds, nursing homes are more likely to win approval for an expansion or a new facility. Applications are usually denied, however, if they are in a county where there is a surplus of beds.

The agency issues a quarterly report on the need for long term care facilities. In the next five years there is projected to be a surplus of 1,370 nursing home beds in Arkansas, according to the most recent report.

A county-by-county breakdown is in a section called "Bed Need" at the agency's Internet page at www.arhspa.org. The 67-page document lists the current size of every facility now in operation, and the projected need for new beds in every county or its projected surplus of long term care beds.

The agency also issues permits of approval for facilities besides nursing homes. They cover a broad range of long term care and include residential psychiatric care, assisted living, hospice care, intermediate care for people with mental retardation, home health care and residential care.

It has been many years since Arkansas required permits for hospitals to expand or add equipment. Most other states, however, require some type of regulatory approval for hospital expansions. The permits are often called "certificates of need."

Opponents of the permit process say competition improves quality and holds down costs, and thus government regulation of hospital growth is unnecessary.

On the other hand, those who support regulations say that costs go up when a hospital expands beyond the needs of its community. When it has grown too large, it bills patients to cover its entire range of fixed costs, they say.

Supporters of regulations say medical care is not a typical product that is influenced by free market decisions. For example, consumers do not shop for X-rays; their physician instructs them to have X-rays performed. Thus, medical care doesn't follow the logic of supply and demand that is typical of most retail markets.

Opponents of regulations argue permits have been granted because of the political influence of the applicants, rather than because of a demonstrated need for a new facility.

Insurance Regulations

The Arkansas Insurance Commissioner has notified companies that provide property and casualty coverage that they may not cancel insurance for a member of the armed forces, just because that person is not occupying the covered property.

Normally, insurance companies may cancel a policy covering property that has become vacant or is not occupied, but state law prohibits such a cancellation if the vacancy occurs because the policy holder is on active duty in the military. 

The Insurance Commissioner said she would consider any such cancellation as a violation of state insurance regulations.
