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LITTLE ROCK –  The federal government will pay a larger share of the cost of Medicaid in Arkansas, thanks to increased funding in the economic stimulus package.
Medicaid provides health coverage for people with disabilities, the elderly and the poor. Traditionally, the federal government has matched state Medicaid spending on a roughly 3-to-1 basis. Specifically, the federal government paid 72.81 percent of Arkansas Medicaid costs. Additional funding from the federal stimulus package has increased the federal share of Medicaid expenditures to 79.14 percent.
According to state Medicaid officials, the change results in about $520 million in savings for the Arkansas Medicaid program. The added financial help from the federal government has allowed the Medicaid program to balance its budget without cutting services.

The savings from the new federal match rate also means the Arkansas Medicaid program can fund pilot programs designed to help people live independently, and stay out of nursing homes and long-term care institutions. Medicaid pays for more than 71 percent of the nursing home costs in Arkansas. More than 62,000 elderly people in Arkansas get health care paid for by Medicaid.
Medicaid pays for the delivery of about 62 percent of all children born in Arkansas. Almost 500,000 children under age 20 receive Medicaid services.
The Department of Human Services administers Medicaid and other programs in the social safety net. In all, the department will get about $954 million in federal stimulus funding. 
That total includes the $520 million in savings to state government resulting from the increased federal match rate, as well as direct funding for several programs. Food stamp recipients will get a 13.6 percent increase in monthly benefits. The increase will be posted directly to their EBT cards, which they use like a credit card.
The increase in food stamp benefits will take an estimated $269 million in federal stimulus funding. Another $48 million will weatherize about 6,500 houses, helping low-income families permanently lower their utility bills. The elderly will get more hot meals, low-income families will get financial help to pay for child care and the homeless will get food packages.
The increased funding for social services from the federal stimulus package is temporary. For example, the federal government's higher match rate for Medicaid funding will last until December of 2010.

When funding from the federal stimulus package is no longer available, officials at the Department of Human Services will have to make some challenging budget decisions. Unless that loss of funding is replaced from other sources it may be necessary to reduce the level of services now offered, especially if the economy continues to stagnate and more people become eligible for social services. 
In all, Arkansas will receive an estimated $2.9 billion in stimulus funding. It will be used for education, highways, housing, job creation, crime prevention and improving water quality. 

State officials have little or no authority to decide how much of the stimulus aid is spent. However, the director of the Human Services  Department said his agency would have discretion in how to spend stimulus funding that flows through Medicaid. 
