
 

 

November 30, 2024 
 
 
National Biodefense Science Board, 
 
 
The American Academy of Physician Associates (AAPA), on behalf of the more than 168,000 PAs 
throughout the United States, thanks NBSB for the opportunity to speak on disaster preparedness and 
response from the PA (physician assistant/associate) perspective. 
  
PAs are licensed medical professionals who diagnose illness, develop and manage treatment plans, 
prescribe medications, and perform procedures. PAs are highly trained clinicians with thousands of hours 
of medical education and training who practice in every medical and surgical specialty in all 50 states, the 
District of Columbia, U.S. territories, and in the uniformed services.1 PAs are one of three types of 
healthcare providers, including physicians and advanced practice registered nurses, who are recognized by 
Medicare to provide primary care, behavioral/mental health, and specialty medical care in the United 
States.2 
 
PAs are often a patient’s principal healthcare provider, especially among rural and underserved 
populations.3,4 In addition, PAs are routinely on the front line in critical care environments, such as in 
hospitals, emergency rooms, and intensive care units. With PAs’ broad medical training and generalist 
board certification,5 PAs are well-positioned to be flexible and adapt to the needs of a health system facing 
public health emergencies and disasters.6  
 
For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, nearly three-quarters (70.7%) of PAs (more than an estimated 
100,000 PAs) were involved in the diagnosis and treatment of patients with COVID (See Table 1). Numerous 
PAs, with or without just-in-time training, were able to pivot to manage critically ill patients. One published 
report7, which represents the experience of thousands of PAs during the public health emergency, details 
how PAs worked outside their usual area of practice to serve hospitalized and critically ill patients – 
performing intubations, central lines, rapid responses, and hospital rounds. 
 
Despite the essential role of PAs in the US healthcare system and to emergency response, AAPA found 
there were some barriers to the optimal utilization of PAs during the pandemic. For example, 
communications from government agencies, regulatory waivers, and declarations under the PREP Act used 
physician-centric or nurse-centric language. Unfortunately, this lack of an express mention of PAs lead 
administrators, regulators, and others to erroneously assume PAs could not provide essential services. 
 
AAPA encourages NBSB to explicitly include PAs as essential healthcare practitioners in disaster 
preparedness, planning, and response. As nationally certified, state licensed practitioners, PAs are well-
positioned as to meet the needs of patients and health systems during disasters and public health 
emergencies. Furthermore, PAs are proven healthcare practitioners with demonstrated safety and 
outcomes similar to physicians.8, 9  

https://appriver3651017442-my.sharepoint.com/personal/sdepalma_aapa_org/Documents/Desktop/aapa.org/download/80021/
https://www.cms.gov/Regulations-and-Guidance/Guidance/Manuals/Downloads/bp102c15.pdf
https://www.aapa.org/wp-content/uploads/dlm_uploads/2023/07/2023-Salary-Report_Full__v4.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC10498453/
https://www.nccpa.net/specialty-certificates/
https://www.nccpa.net/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/COVID-Report.pdf
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/prehospital-and-disaster-medicine/article/staff-augmentation-during-disaster-response/45DA90D744F83AF24D3A60B63C5F0DEA
https://www.aapa.org/download/96962/
https://www.medpac.gov/wp-content/uploads/import_data/scrape_files/docs/default-source/reports/jun19_medpac_reporttocongress_sec.pdf
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A 2023 national patient survey conducted by The Harris Poll found that 89% of patients believe PAs 
improve health outcomes for patients.10 AAPA and the PAs we represent have a deep commitment to 
building and maintaining that patient trust. 
 

PAs are also one of the fastest growing health professions in the United States, and researchers have 
predicted that PAs will provide an increasing total number and relative percentage of healthcare services to 
Americans, making them an essential component of future disaster preparedness and response.4, 11 
 
AAPA thanks you for the opportunity to speak with you, and would be happy to work with you in preparing 
and responding to disasters and public health emergencies. 
 

Sincerely, 

 

Sondra M. DePalma, DHSc, PA-C, DFAAPA 

Senior Director, Regulatory & Professional Practice 

American Academy of Physician Associates 

571-319-4378 | sdepalma@aapa.org 

 

 

Table 1 

Percent of PAs who responded “yes” to the following question on the AAPA 2021 PA Practice Survey: 
“During the COVID-19 pandemic (March 1, 2020 until now), have any of the following occurred?” 
 

 

Yes, and it is still 
occurring 

Yes, but it is no 
longer occurring 

 Percent (%) Percent (%) 

I have tested, 
diagnosed, or treated 
patients for COVID-19 

60.70% 10% 

 

Source: Unpublished data from the AAPA 2021 PA Practice Survey, Full Year Data Set 
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