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Child health care close to home

Imagine being the parent of a newborn and calling around to health care providers to schedule a well baby appointment, only to be told that new patients are not being accepted. Though exasperated, you diligently keep calling until you find someone who will see your baby. Unfortunately, the office is in another county with a nearly 60- minute drive. For parents in Charlotte County, this scenario is occurring more and more often, whether or not they have health insurance.

The difficulty is caused in part by a population shift from a retirement community to one of families with children. Between 2000 and 2006, the median age decreased from 54 to 51.2, and the percentage of children under age 18 increased by 8.4 percent. Also, the birthrate is steadily climbing, with 1,029 births in 2000 and 1,357 in 2007.

The shortage of pediatric health care providers in Charlotte County is another cause of the difficulty. In 2005, there were 695 children under age 15 for every pediatrician or family practice physician in Charlotte County. The state ratio was much better -- a ratio of 553 children under age 15 for similar physicians.

Our projections predict the shortage of pediatric health care providers in Charlotte County will get worse. What's more, the number of licensed pediatricians and family practice physicians in Florida has dropped.

What has this meant to the people of Charlotte County? An ever growing number of parents have to travel to Lee and Sarasota counties just to get their children basic health care services. This means greater expense and inconvenience. Even worse, for parents without their own vehicle, it can mean their children may receive only a few well visits or none at all. It also means that ready access to their pediatric health care provider when their child is sick becomes a bigger problem.

The excessive distance to a pediatric health care provider can result in children being inadequately immunized, delays in early identification of poor growth and development, and unnecessary and excessive utilization of emergency rooms. Secondary consequences mean a greater loss of time from work for parents, and missed time from school for children.

The challenge on the health care system in Charlotte County is that the growing demand for basic pediatric health care services far outpaces the growing number of pediatric health care providers. This is especially true for those without health insurance, or those on Medicaid.

To contribute to the solution, your health department, the Charlotte County Health Department, recently took steps to greatly expand its pediatric program at its Port Charlotte facility. Because this is a communitywide problem, we are working closely with local pediatricians and community partners to seek additional ways to keep people from unnecessarily having to travel out of county when qualified providers are readily available in their own neighborhood.

If you have any questions regarding our pediatric services, you can go to our Web site at www.CharlotteCHD.com or call (941) 613-0950.

As a reminder, all childhood immunizations are free at the Charlotte County Health Department.



Steven Mitnick is the administrator of the Charlotte County Health Department.
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