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Happy St. Patrick’s Day when everybody is Irish!!

My name is Chris Carle.  I am currently the Senior Vice President and Chief Operating Officer at St. Elizabeth Florence & Grant County.   Today, I am going to be speaking on behalf of the St. Elizabeth system and specifically address the issues that will be impacted by changes in the Certificate of Need process at St. Elizabeth Florence, which is a 150 bed acute care hospital serving close to 160,000 inpatients and outpatients annually.  Like all St. Elizabeth facilities, we are the safety net hospital for our community and have been serving the residents of Boone and surrounding counties for over 37 years.  In 2013, St. Elizabeth Florence provided over $9.4 million in charity care and experienced a loss of over $5.6 million on care provided to patients with Medicaid.  The percentage of our patients that are Medicaid, Medicare, or uninsured is over 76%.    Any new providers that have come into the area whether they have been hospital based, or physician owned, have focused primarily on commercial patients and profitable service lines that have negatively impacted our facilities.  St. Elizabeth Healthcare takes all patients who need care in our community, and we are working to continue that commitment far into the future.

St. Elizabeth Florence provides 24/7 emergency and intensive care, comprehensive diagnostics and treatment for all residents in our community.  We offer several specialty service lines including a Weight Management program, a Spine Center, and a Women’s Center.  We partner with physicians in our area to assure that there is care provided to all residents in the community.

St. Elizabeth Florence is the main healthcare provider in the growing community of Boone County.  We are happy to compete on quality and cost with any provider in our area but are concerned that if services are not carefully planned and built as need is proven, an unfair playing field is created, which is further widened by the fact that the new providers don’t pay a provider tax like St. Elizabeth Florence.  

We are especially concerned about some of the recommendations of the Deloitte study and its focus on expanding services that are typically outpatient based such as imaging and radiation therapy.  The Deloitte study projects an increase in demand for services like MRI or PET services even though MRI utilization has been declining over the past several years and many of these services are provided as part of a physician practice, which are not licensed and not considered in the calculation of need for new services.  The current State Health Plan allows for an increase in MRI facilities if a need is shown as is evidenced by the recent approvals of both our application in Boone County and The Christ Hospital program in Kenton County.   This new competition will not result in any lower prices for consumers.  St. Elizabeth’s prices are approximately half of the prices charged by The Christ Hospital so it actually increases the costs for some.  St. Elizabeth Healthcare makes conscious decisions about remaining competitive with our prices as compared to the entire Greater Cincinnati area so the residents of our areas receive the best quality care at the lowest rates as existing hospitals, so the idea that more competition in area will drive down price is a misnomer.  

If a physician owns the facility and is receiving lower rates than hospital rates, it is sometimes the experience that utilization is higher than normal, that drives up overall costs and again does not result in any savings to the community. We saw this first hand when we purchased a physician owned MRI and an ASC after the physicians came to us asking for help.  The utilization of the MRI dropped over 18% in the first year. 

St. Elizabeth also supports the recommendation that the KHA submitted regarding expansion of home health agencies.  The Deloitte study recommends that CON be eliminated for this service and this is absolutely the wrong direction for Kentucky to take.  Currently, there are many high quality home health agencies in an area that can add staff if need is there rather than opening the market to all comers.  Post-acute care is going to be a big component in the future delivery of health care and it will be important that physicians and hospitals have agencies that they trust to be good partners in providing the full continuum of care.  

The shift in the payment sources of many of our patients from uninsured to being covered by Medicaid has been beneficial to hospitals and has helped us to be financially viable.  Unfortunately, Medicaid only covers about 85% of costs, so there is still a need to balance our payor sources with patients who have commercial insurance.  There is no need to increase services or facilities to accommodate an alleged expanded need because there is not an increase in demand but a shift in the way hospitals and other providers are paid so the idea that there is a need for more access is flawed.  While we do not believe significantly changing the CON process will result in anything but reduced access for low-income patients, we do support innovative approaches to the delivery and payment approaches that will make a long term difference in controlling costs and improving the health of Kentucky.

Hospitals are usually one of the largest employers in their communities providing a stable workforce and good wages.  St. Elizabeth Florence employs 900 associates, St. Elizabeth Healthcare employ’s 7400 and is the one largest employer in Northern Kentucky.  Stability is key to this success. Kentucky needs to support its hospitals.  Innovation and risk-taking rely on being in a stable position to move forward and this is what the CON process provides.
Thank you.

“As a Catholic healthcare ministry, we provide comprehensive and compassionate care that improves the health of the people we serve.”
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