Community Healthcare Challenges

Federally Qualified Health Centers (FQHCs), the backbone of America's healthcare safety net, are
entering 2026 facing unprecedented financial, operational, and workforce pressures that could
impact access to care for millions of patients nationwide.

FQHCs serve more than 30 million patients across urban and rural communities — including
individuals who are uninsured, underinsured, or enrolled in Medicaid. As demand for services
grows, health centers are navigating a convergence of funding uncertainty, rising costs, and staffing
shortages.

Federal Funding Instability

A primary concern for health centers is the continued uncertainty surrounding federal grant
funding. FQHCs rely on Section 330 grants and the Community Health Center Fund to offset the
cost of caring for uninsured and vulnerable populations. Short-term federal budget extensions have
made long-term planning difficult, delaying investments in staffing, technology, and facility
improvements.

Post-Pandemic Financial Pressures

During COVID-19, emergency federal relief funding allowed health centers to expand services,
strengthen staffing, and respond to urgent community needs. Those funds have now expired,
leaving many organizations to absorb ongoing costs without supplemental support — creating what
leaders describe as a “funding cliff”

Medicaid and Uncompensated Care

Medicaid remains the largest payer for FQHC services, yet reimbursement often falls short of the
true cost of care. In addition, Medicaid eligibility redeterminations have increased the number of
uninsured patients, further straining operating margins as centers continue providing care
regardless of ability to pay.

Rising Costs Across Operations

Health centers are also grappling with inflationary pressures affecting nearly every aspect of
operations — including workforce wages, medical supplies, pharmaceuticals, and facility expenses.
Costs are rising faster than revenues, forcing difficult decisions about service expansion and capital
investments.

Critical Workforce Shortages

Like much of the healthcare sector, FQHCs face significant workforce challenges. Shortages of
physicians, nurses, behavioral health providers, and advanced practice clinicians are impacting
appointment availability and increasing wait times. Health centers often struggle to compete with
hospital systems and private employers offering higher compensation.

Growing Demand and Patient Complexity



At the same time, patient demand continues to rise. Health centers are seeing increased need for
behavioral health care, substance use treatment, chronic disease management, and enabling
services such as transportation and care coordination — all essential to improving community
health outcomes.

Commitment to Mission

Despite these challenges, FQHCs remain steadfast in our mission to provide high-quality, affordable
care to all patients, regardless of insurance status or income.

e Healthcare leaders emphasize that sustaining access will require:

e Long-term, stable federal funding

e Strengthened Medicaid reimbursement

e Workforce recruitment and retention investment

e Continued support for rural and underserved communities



