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Health office to add staff and hours

County officials hope the move will keep people out of emergency rooms.

BY ZAC ANDERSON

CHARLOTTE COUNTY -- The Charlotte County Health Department will hire more nurses and stay open later to serve more patients, particularly the uninsured and others who overtax hospital emergency rooms.

The exact hours and extra days won't be set until two nurses and other staff can be hired for the clinic.

The money to cover the additional hours comes from a $120,000 state grant and $82,000 in matching funds approved Tuesday by the Charlotte County Commission.

Right now, the health department runs the clinic from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. Monday to Friday. About 6,400 of the department's patients, or 44 percent, were uninsured in 2005, the most recent year for which figures are available.

Tom Rice, CEO of Fawcett Memorial Hospital, said he backed the initiative because too many people with minor illnesses have been crowding his emergency room.

If patients are uninsured, they also put a financial burden on the hospital and themselves.

"We've been trying for a while to figure out how to keep people from relying on emergency rooms," Rice said.

Anyone can take advantage of the health department's extended hours. The department charges on a sliding scale based on income. But uninsured patients are the main concern, said Health Department Administrator Steven Mitnick.

Nearly 25 percent of Charlotte County residents are uninsured, Mitnick said.

"We're trying to make it more convenient for people to come to us when it's not an emergency," he said.

