-ty Medical As-

Doctors:
Sutter
loss bad

for health

Longer waits, higher costs
predicted after closing
of 1 of 3 SR hospitals

By CAROL BENFELL .-
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT -

Most Sonoma County physi-
cians believe patients will have
longer waits, fewer choices and
continuing hlgh costs m health
care after Sut- -
ter  Medical
Center closes
its doors. in. |
2008, according
to a survey re-
leased ‘Wednes-
day by the
Sonoma Coun-

Jackie Senter

sociation.

The survey is
the first attempt
{0 measure sen-
timent in the
medical commu-
nity since Jan.
8, when Sutter
said it would close the Chanate
Road hospital as soon as Santa
Rosa Memorial Hospital can gear
ap to handle the patient load.

“Sutter sees this as a busi-
ness decision, and they say they
'think it will be beneficial to the
community,” said Jackie Sent-
‘er, president of the Senoma
County Medical . Association.
“But the community doesn’t
think that’s the case.” '

Ninety-nine doctors and 16
health care community leaders
participated in the medical asso-
ciation’s electronic survey dur-
ing the week of Jan. 22. The sur-
vey was sent to 736 physicians
and 44 community Jeaders.
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While the numbers are small

and respondents were self-select-
ed, their answers provide a snap-
shot of the worries expressed re-
cently by insurers, smal hospi-
tals and doctor groups.
- “There’s growing concern in
the community about how the
remaining two hospitals will
carry the load,” Senter said.
“The medical association plans
to be an advocate for the com-
munity and the physmlans as
this unfolds.”

The Iletter of intent an-
nounced Jan. 8 between Sutter
and Memorial rocked the medi-
cal community with its many
implications for medicai care.

If Sutter closes, those who
need hospitalization in Santa
Rosa will have only two choie-
es — Kaiser, a membership
medical center, and Memorial,
a Catholic hospital run by the
8t. Joseph Health System in Or-
ange County. '

The survey shows physi-
cians are worried that closing
Sutter hospital would stress
the county’s health care sys-
tém to the breaking point, with
loriger waits for some services
and other services not as readi-
Iy available.

That spectre also haunts Me-
morial, which is working hard

‘to prevent that from happen-

ing, said Gary Greensweig, Me-
morial’s chief medical officer.

“We share these concerns,”
he said.

Among the findings of the
survey:

B Two out of three respon-
dents doubted that closure of
Sutter’s hospital would im-
prove the quality of health care,
as Sutter officials have said.

Greensweig replied that pa-
tients will benefit because the
hospital will be performing
more surgeries and operating
teams will gain more experi-
ence.

“There is absolutely clear
data that suggests the more
concentrated the services are,
the better the cutcomes for the
patients,” Greensweig said.
“As we contemplate doing all
cardiac surgeries at Memorial,
we expect better outcomes
than two hospitals each deing
half of them.”

B Three out of four survey
respondents said the closure
would not make health care
more affordable.

Greensweig said Memorial
will keep its prices competitive
in order to be attractive fo em-
ployers, who purchase the
health plans used by individu-
al employees.

“Employers are very price-
sensitive,” Greensweig -said.
“The more Memorial increases

" its prices, the more it affects the

cost of premiums’that employ-
ers have to pay. The higher
those premiums go, the more
Memorial will price itself out of,
the market arid force employers
to an alternative — Kaiser.”

‘M Two out of three respon-
dents believed emergency ser-
vices and women’s reproduc-
tive health services will be-
come harder to obtain.’ .

They said Memorial’s plan to
temporarily divert suitable
emergency room patients to an
urgent care center was un-
wieldy. Reproductive services
are an issue because Memori-
al, as a Catholic hospital, does
not provide abortions or most

tubal ligations.

But the responsibility for
finding a new provider for re-
productive services lies with
Sutter, imder the Jan. 8 letter
of intent. ‘

“We have a responsibility to
make sure that nothing in the
way of reproductive services
falls through the cracks, and
that the care after Sutter closes
continues at the same level and
quality as before,” Sutter spokes-
wotnan Lisa Amador said.

Greensweig poirited out that
the vast majority of abortions
are provided on an outpatient ba-
sis, and will be unaffected by Sut-
ter's closing.

With the exception of abor-
tion and tubal ligation, women
needing reproductive services
will find the same care at Memo-
rial as they found at Sutter, he
said.

“There will be no difference
for women who are miscarry-
ing or who have ectopic preg-
nancies. Would we treat wom-
en who have had a sexual as-
sault or rape with the morning-
after pill? Yes, absolutely,”
Greensweig said.

M Two out of three respon-
dents feared that Santa Rosa’s.
two major hospitals would not
be sufficient” to care for pa-
tients in case of a major disas-
ter, such as influenza or an
earthquake.

“T think we'd all prefer Sut-
ter stay open,” Greensweig
said. .

Another point of contention
for doctors is that Sutter made
its decision behind closed
doors, without talking to doc-
tors, nurses and other hospital
staff members who can bring
another perspective to the ta-
ble, Senter said.

“They have met behind
closed doors, without involv-
ing the physician community
and those who work at the hos-
pital to see if there are alterna-
tives to closing the hospital.
It’s such a complex issue, and
it seems like they are taking a
simplistic approach,” Senter
said, speaking as an individual
and not for the medical associa-
tion.

You can reach Staff Writer
Carol Benfell at 521-5259 or
carol. benfell@pressdemocrat.com.
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Once Sutter shuts, where
will emergency patients go?

How other hospitals will handle
extra load stirs fears, confidence

By BLEYS W. ROSE
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

How in the world are Santa Rosa Memorial
and Kaiser Permanente hospital and four
small medical facilities in Sonoma County
going to handle an annual.deluge of 24,000
more emergency room visitors when Sutter
Health closes its hospital this year?

Kaiser's Dr. Josh Weil said his hospital's
emergency department already is seeing an
increase in patients, up 18 percent since
Sutter announced Jan. 8 it would abandon
plans to replace the antiqguated Community
Hospital on Chanate Road. Kaiser's
emergency reom recorded 29,000 visits in
2005 and routine waits are now approaching
an hour, Weil said.

Walk-in patients "are under the impression
that Sutter is already closed or they just
figure they might as well start coming to see
us,"” Weil said.

Memorial's chief administrator, Michael
Glasberg, said the facility was on track to
double its 18 emergency department bays by
mid-2009, which would considerably increase
its ability to handle more patients.

"I have a very high level of confidence that it
will be completed on time," Glasberg said.

But Hard and other emergency services
experts, such as Healdsburg Hospital's Dr.
Walt Maack, cailed on county officials to make
approval of Sutter's plans contingent upon the
ahility of other hospitals to demonstrate they
can handle the influx of patients.

New urgent care center

Glasberg said St. Joseph may open another
-urgent care center, its third in the county,
which would serve patients whose problems
could be handled at less expense at a clinic
with primary care doctors.

About 64 percent of Sutter’s 24,000
emergency room visits in 2005 involved
problems considered to be minor or low to
moderate in nature, a county health
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At Tuesday’s session were
Dr. Ted Hard, left, head of -
Sutter Medical Center’s
emergency depart- ment;
Dr. Bill Melton, head of
emergency at Sonoma
Valley Hospital; Carl
Gerlach, Sonoma Valley
interim CEQ; and Laurie
Austin, a nurse at Palm
Drive Hospital.

department statistical review found.

Executives of Sonoma Valley, Petaluma
Valley, Healdsburg and Palm Drive hospitals
said they could handle more emergency
patients and more acute care patients,
although most said that will require more
nurses and building upgrades.

“We could stand to have an increase in
volume,” said Dr. Bill Melton of Sonoma
Valley's emergency department. “"We do not
see that as a bad thing.”

Palm Drive chisf executive Shawndra Simpson
said “we have the capacity,” but she added
the hospital likely would be forced to reopen
its intensive care unit because tight bed space
at Memorial may limit patient transfers.

Sebastopol’s Palm Drive suspended operation
of the unit last summer because of too few
patients, who were being transferred to
better-staffed Memorial.

Woarry over ambulances

However, several representatives of local






