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July 13,2023

Michael J. Barry, M.D.

Chair

United States Preventive Services Task Force
5600 Fishers Lane

Mail Stop 06E35A

Rockville, MD 20857

Dear Dr. Barry:

We are writing to request the United States Preventive Services Task Force (USPSTF) adopt all
COVID-19 testing, including polymerase chain reaction (PCR) and antigen testing, as a
recommended screening tool for people exposed to COVID-19 to save lives, prevent
complications from long COVID, and limit the spread of COVID-19. If adopted, COVID-19
testing will be a covered benefit without cost sharing under the Patient Protection and Affordable
Care Act (ACA),' ensuring that Americans will retain access to a life-saving tool.

The Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) declared a Public Health Emergency
(PHE) for COVID-19 from January 2020 through May 2023.? During the PHE, most private
health insurers were required to cover all COVID-19 testing without cost sharing,’ but this
coverage was disrupted for many Americans when the PHE ended.* Although insurers can
voluntarily cover COVID-19 testing if they choose, and the Biden-Harris Administration is
encouraging them to do so, it is up to individual health insurance plans to make this
determination, including whether or not to charge a co-pay.’ Already, “several major insurers” —
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including Cigna and Aetna — “have made it clear that they won’t be covering [over-the-counter]
tests any longer.”

Under the ACA, the USPTSF has the authority to require that most commercial health insurance
plans cover certain preventive services without beneficiary cost sharing.” For any service that the
USPSTF recommends with an A or B rating, “a group health plan and a health insurance issuer
offering group or individual health insurance coverage shall, at a minimum, provide coverage for
and shall not impose any cost sharing requirements” for such services.® We urge the USPSTF to
issue such a recommendation for all COVID-19 tests, guaranteeing that insured patients will
continue to receive these products without a co-pay.

COVID-19 Testing Meets USPSTF Criteria for Recommendation

COVID-19 testing clearly meets the USPSTF criteria for a recommended screening tool. To
make such a determination, the USPSTF first considers whether a nominated topic is within the
scope of the USPSTF, meaning that the topic:

1. Relates to a preventive service that is meant to a) avoid the development of disease
(primary prevention) or b) identify and treat an existing disease before it results in
significant symptoms (secondary prevention);

2. Isrelevant to primary care; and

3. Addresses a disease with a substantial health burden.’

COVID-19 testing, for those who are exposed, is a secondary preventive service: testing will
identify those who have COVID-19 and enable treatment to occur before the disease progresses
to potential hospitalization and death.'® COVID-19 testing is relevant to primary care because it
is a disease that impacts the whole body — not just one organ system,'' and COVID-19 is also a
disease with a substantial health burden."
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In addition, the recommendations that USPSTF makes “are intended to improve clinical practice
and promote the health of the American public.”"® By reducing transmission'* and decreasing
hospitalization," free COVID-19 testing certainly meets this requirement.

Numerous public health agencies and medical bodies recommend testing as a tool to prevent
transmission and reduce the severity of COVID-19. The Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) guidelines already state that “[p]eople who have symptoms of COVID-19 or
who have had known exposure to someone with COVID-19 should be tested for SARS-CoV-2
infection.”'® These guidelines further explain how screening testing can provide important
information to limit transmission and outbreaks in high-risk settings.'” The National Institute on
Aging confirms that individuals should get tested “if you have no symptoms but think or were
told that you were in contact with a person with COVID-19.”"® Medical researchers have found
that “[t]esting enables a test-trace-isolate strategy, which is effective in controlling further
spread.”” COVID-19 testing has been shown to reduce hospital admissions,” and by ensuring an
individual is correctly diagnosed, testing also ensures correct treatment, which can decrease the
incidence of long COVID.?!

In addition, the USPSTF “recommendations are meant to prevent the onset, spread of, or
complications of disease,” which COVID-19 testing would clearly accomplish.? Early testing for
individuals can ensure early treatment — which is when the treatment is most effective.” Testing
early further gives individuals the information they need to isolate and prevent the spread of
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COVID-19 throughout the population.”* And testing and treatment also prevents the
complications of disease, including the likelihood of developing long COVID.*

It is clear that testing for COVID-19 as a preventive measure meets all the criteria to make it an
official USPSTF recommendation.

USPSTF Should Prioritize the COVID-19 Testing Recommendation
According to its website, USPSTF prioritizes topics according to:

1. Public health importance (that is, burden of suffering and expected effectiveness of the
preventive service to reduce that burden); and

2. Potential for a recommendation to affect clinical practice (that is, it resolves a
controversy or closes a gap between evidence and practice).*

Testing for COVID-19 as a USPSTF screening recommendation should be prioritized because it
meets the above criteria. The “burden of suffering”” from COVID-19 has been enormous.
Approximately 1.13 million people have died of COVID-19 in the United States.® COVID-19
testing reduces this burden of suffering by ensuring the correct diagnosis is made, so treatment
can be given that reduces hospitalization and death and prevents long COVID.”

The inclusion of COVID-19 testing as a preventive service by the USPSTF will also affect
clinical practice because individuals will be more likely to get tested if the service is available
without cost sharing. Once people are tested, they can be treated by their primary care provider.
If the USPSTF recommends COVID-19 testing, then testing and treatment for COVID-19 will
continue to be a best practice for clinical practices. The USPSTF recommendations for COVID-
19 testing would highlight the importance of this public health measure.

The USPSTF should follow its own guidelines as outlined above and recommend COVID-19
testing as a preventive service. Given the need for these tests and the ample evidence supporting
their value, we encourage you to evaluate and adopt COVID-19 testing as a recommended
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screening tool without delay. Doing so will save lives, prevent COVID-19 complications, and

limit the spread of COVID-19.

We also request answers to the following questions by July 31, 2023:

1. Will USPSTF add COVID-19 screening testing to the list of preventive

recommendations?

2. Will USPTF expedite the recommendation process in light of the expiration of the

PHE on May 11, 2023?

3. Ifadopted, how will USPSTF ensure this new designation will be announced to the
general population so individuals with private insurance know that they can access all

COVID-19 testing without cost sharing?
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