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The opioid crisis has had a devastating impact across the United State and here in 

New York for decades. Epidemic levels of opioid use disorder (OUD) and opioid 

overdose deaths have overwhelmed communities and have led to hundreds of 

thousands of deaths. 

In New York, the impact of the opioid epidemic has been made worse by a two-tiered 

system of treatment that makes life-saving medication more easily available to New 

Yorkers who have private insurance while leaving major barriers in place for those 

poorer and disproportionately Black and Latinx New Yorkers on Medicaid. 

Medication assisted treatment (MAT) has been identified as an exceptionally effective 

– and in fact a necessary – treatment for OUD. But New Yorkers on Medicaid do not 

have the same access to MAT as those with private, commercial insurance. On 

January 1, 2020, then-Governor Cuomo signed legislation to remove the requirement 

that people with private insurance obtain prior authorization from their insurance 

provider before they could obtain their doctor-prescribed MAT.1 That same day, 

however, the governor vetoed legislation that would have similarly removed the 

requirement for prior authorization for those on Medicaid, leaving New York’s poorest 

and most vulnerable residents at greater risk of worse health outcomes.2  

By removing the prior authorization requirement for MAT for those on Medicaid, 

A.2030/S.649 would end this two-tiered system and would instead provide New York’s 

poorest residents the same access to medically-necessary treatment currently 

available to those with greater means. The NYCLU strongly supports this 

legislation and urges its immediate signing into law. 

 
1 Bethany Bump, Cuomo Veto of Addiction Treatment Bill Angers, Confounds Activists, Albany Times 

Union, Jan. 2, 2020, https://www.timesunion.com/news/article/Cuomo-veto-of-addiction-treatment-bill-

angers-14946086.php.  
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Waiting to obtain prior authorization can mean the difference between effectively 

managing OUD and experiencing life-threatening complications. Delays in obtaining 

MAT can interrupt ongoing treatment, which has the potential to trigger painful 

withdrawal symptoms that markedly increase the risk of relapse into opioid use, 

overdose, and death.3 Gaps in access to medically-prescribed care can also lead those 

who are dealing with addiction to look to the illicit market, where the prevalence of 

fentanyl creates an even higher risk of lethal overdose.4  

Current law reduces these risks for New Yorkers fortunate enough to have private 

insurance while increasing these same risks for those on Medicaid. The distinction 

here has nothing to do with medical necessity; it simply amounts to offering one 

wealthier and whiter class of New Yorkers better care than is offered to poorer and 

disproportionately Black and Latinx people on Medicaid. And to the extent that there 

is any concern that ending this two-tiered system would mean added costs for the 

state, one 2019 study found that not only would removing prior authorization 

requirements for those on Medicaid save lives, the related decrease in hospital 

admissions would generate more than $50 million in savings each year.5 

New York can end this economic and racial injustice by treating all New Yorkers who 

need access to MAT equally. Prior authorization requirements for New Yorkers on 

Medicaid punishes poverty and undermines the state’s efforts to fight the ongoing 

effects of the opioid epidemic. For these reasons, the NYCLU urges the Governor 

to sign A.2030/S.649 into law without further delay.  
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