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June 10, 2009
The Honorable Kent Conrad

United States Senate

Washington, DC  20510

Dear Senator Conrad,

I am writing on behalf of the National Organization of State Offices of Rural Health (NOSORH) with regard to your efforts to reauthorize and improve the Conrad 30 program.  NOSORH supports the reauthorization of this important program.

S.628, the Conrad State 30 Improvement Act, amends the Immigration and Nationality Technical Corrections Act of 1994 to make the J-1 visa waiver program permanent.  In addition, the legislation would amend the Immigration and Nationality Act to: 

1. Revise entry provisions for H-1B visa foreign medical graduates and provide for an increase under specified conditions in the annual per-state cap of 30 foreign doctors; and 

2. Exempt from worldwide immigration numerical limitations alien physicians who have completed service requirements of a state waiver or exemption, including alien physicians who completed such service before the date of enactment of this Act. 

Stopping the Conrad 30 J-1 waiver program on September 30, 2009, will have a devastating impact on thousands of communities around America.  For many rural, medically underserved communities, the Conrad program is the only realistic option for attracting a physician.  As  you are well aware, recruiting and/or retaining physicians has gotten worse over the years, in North Dakota as well as in many of the rural underserved communities across the nation, as the national physician shortage has become more acute.   

We are also concerned that if, as expected, Congress enacts healthcare reform legislation this year, the demand for healthcare will increase and further expand the gap between the demand for healthcare and the supply of providers to meet that demand.  While the medical community has started to address the problem by planning for more medical schools, it is apparent that it will be many years before any of these changes has an appreciable impact on the physician workforce supply.

S.628 will permanently reauthorize the Conrad 30 program. The Conrad 30 program has been extremely helpful in assisting rural communities to attract and retain foreign trained physicians.  We are very grateful for this program and strongly support making this program permanent.  

In addition to making the program permanent, S.628 would make some important improvements such as allowing H-1B physicians to participate in the Conrad 30 program and receive an exemption from the H-1B visas limit.  In exchange for working in an underserved community for three years, the limit would be waived for that physician. 

Today, H-1B physicians not only lack an incentive to work in such areas, but they are actually prohibited from accepting such positions. To make up for the increased demand on Conrad 30 slots, the bill allows the program to grow in proportion to the number of slots requested. 

In addition, by providing for a limited increase, under specified conditions, in the annual per-state cap of 30 foreign doctors S. 628 makes important changes that give greater flexibility in how the physician’s are deployed.  This will help recruit and retain more physicians and ensure that they are serving the intended populations.  

Finally, the Conrad State 30 Improvement Act provides certainty for foreign trained physicians enrolled in the program and allows them to plan for the future should they wish to remain in the rural community.  Under the current system, an exemption to the limit on green cards can sometimes result in a physician waiting five to ten years for permanent residency. The lack of certainty regarding their future in this country has led many highly qualified doctors to leave underserved communities and seek work abroad.  Your bill would provide an exemption from such quotas for doctors who complete service under the Conrad 30 program and would dramatically increase the likelihood that a doctor will choose to remain in the United States.

 

As the creator of the Conrad 30 program, your long commitment to ensuring an adequate supply of health professionals in rural, medically underserved areas is much appreciated.  The State Offices of Rural Health are strong supporters of the Conrad 30 program and we look forward to working with you to secure enactment of the legislation prior to the September 30th deadline.
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Sincerely,

Lynette Dickson, MS, LRD

President

National Organization of State Offices of Rural Health
701-777-6049

ldickson@medicine.nodak.edu
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