
 
 

Additional $20 Million Directed to Rural Telehealth Expansion 
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It has been well documented that the COVID-19 

pandemic resulted in unprecedented increases in 

telemedicine utilization across the U.S.1 However, rural 

providers and patients, as evidenced by their lower rates 

of telemedicine usage during this time, have not been 

able to take advantage of the opportunities provided by 

telemedicine to the same extent as urban providers.2 On 

August 18, 2021, the Health Resources and Services 

Administration (HRSA) of the Department of Health and 

Human Services (HHS) announced the latest attempt to 

ameliorate this issue – the distribution of nearly $20 

million to 36 recipients for the purpose of strengthening 

telehealth services in rural and underserved communities 

and expanding innovation and quality.3  

The $20 million will be distributed as follows: 

(1) Approximately $4.28 million will be allocated 

to nine healthcare organizations and used to 

build “tele-mentoring” programs and networks, 

which will help specialists at academic medical 

centers train and support primary care providers 

in rural and underserved areas that are treating 

patients with conditions such as long COVID 

and substance use disorders; 

(2) Approximately $4.55 million will be allocated 

to 12 regional and two national Telehealth 

Resource Centers (TRCs), which “provide 

information, assistance, and education on 

telehealth to organizations and individuals who 

are actively providing or want to provide 

telehealth services to patients.”  

(3) Approximately $3.85 million will be allocated 

to expanding primary, acute, and behavioral 

telehealth services in 11 states by way of 

“updat[ing] technology in rural health clinics, 

train[ing] doctors and nurses how to conduct 

telehealth appointments and teach[ing] patients 

how to take advantage of virtual appointments 

when they cannot see a doctor in person;” and, 

(4) $6.5 million will be granted to the University of 

Mississippi Medical Center and the Medical 

University of South Carolina to improve 

healthcare in the rural and underserved areas of 

their states that have high rates of both chronic 

disease and poverty. Toward that end, these 

universities will establish Telehealth Centers of 

Excellence that will “serve as telehealth 

incubators to pilot new telehealth services, track 

outcomes, and publish telehealth research.” The 

universities will also “establish an evidence 

base for telehealth programs and a framework 

for future telehealth programs.”4 

This announcement is just the latest installment in efforts 

to expand telehealth to rural areas since the start of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Over the past 18 months, a number 

of federal spending bills have included money directed to 

rural providers generally, and rural telehealth programs 

specifically. The Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic 

Security (CARES) Act, signed into law in March 2020, 

appropriated nearly $500 million for various endeavors 

related to rural telehealth expansion. Approximately 

$165 million was distributed by HRSA to rural hospitals 

and TRCs to “provide technical assistance on telehealth 

to help rural and underserved areas combat COVID-19.”5 

Additionally, the Federal Communications Commission 

(FCC) received $200 million for the purpose of 

expanding telemedicine services and infrastructure and 

$100 million to finance a three-year Connected Care Pilot 

program, which will subsidize internet connectivity for 

healthcare providers.6  

The more recent American Rescue Plan, signed into law 

in March 2021, also included funds for rural telehealth 

expansion. Approximately $500 million was allocated to 

the U.S. Department of Agriculture to create the 

Emergency Rural Health Care Grant Program.7 This 

program “will provide at least $350 million to help rural 

hospitals and local communities increase access 

to…telehealth,” among other items.8 Another $52 million 

was allocated to HHS to create “rural health networks,” 

which will focus in part on “expanding the workforce to 

support virtual and telehealth systems.”9 Additionally, 

approximately $14.2 million was allocated to HRSA to 

expand Pediatric Mental Health Care Access projects, 

which will provide (among other things) 

teleconsultations by pediatric mental health  teams to 

pediatric primary care providers in the diagnosis, 

treatment, and referral of pediatric patients with mental 

health conditions and substance use disorders.10  

In addition to the allocation of financial resources, 

federal agencies are working to expand rural telehealth 

knowledge, access, and coverage. For example, the 

National Institutes of Health will be holding public 

workshops in October 2021 to “identify ways to improve 
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rural health through telehealth-guided provider-to-

provider communication.”11 Additionally, the Centers for 

Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) is proposing to 

expand access to telehealth mental health services for 

rural and underserved Americans by expanding coverage 

under the 2022 Medicare Physician Fee Schedule 

(MPFS).12 If finalized, CMS will allow patients to access 

telehealth mental services from their home, rather than 

traveling to a rural health clinic or federally-qualified 

health center to access the telehealth platform.  
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