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	Fawcett to stop admitting pediatric cases; decision draws concern 

By KIM LIBBY SPECIAL TO THE SUN 


   On a follow-up doctor’s visit, most parents would hope to hear encouraging words of their child’s improved health, perhaps accompanied by a handshake, and continue with their daily lives. 
   However, for Punta Gorda resident Lynette Henk, 42, a mother of three boys, the last trip to the pediatrician brought some disturbing news. 
   After bringing her son to the pediatrician, Henk’s husband overheard nurses talking about Fawcett Memorial Hospital’s recent decision to stop admitting, or allowing for the overnight stay of pediatric patients. The option would be to defer them to other area hospitals or send children out of the area for care. 
   For Henk, who has two sons with special needs, the most alarming aspect about the decision was the hospital’s lack of notification to the public and families with children ahead of time. 
   “The least they could do is let the people know,” she said. “You won’t find out about it until your child is sick, so you bring them to the hospital and they cannot be admitted, and by then it’s a big hassle.” 
   Fawcett actually never had a “pediatric unit,” but did accommodate children until a decision came down in mid-February to stop admitting children — a move that hospital officials say is in the best interest of their trained staff and resources. 
   “From January 2007 to December 2007, we only had about eight admissions each month,” Tom Rice, CEO of Fawcett Memorial Hospital, said. “It is typical that this volume goes down; we will still see patients of all ages in the emergency room, and the few children that actually require admittance will be sent to another area for care.” 
   The decision to close pediatric admissions was discussed with local area physicians, but not insurance companies or the public. 
   “I got a phone call from the department of pediatrics and they have discussed it at length in their department meetings,” said Dr. Farzana Butt, who has an office in North Port. “From what I understand, it is not really currently abolished forever; their pediatric admissions may start up again, but as to when we don’t know.” 
   StayWell Health Care Inc. is an insurance company that provides services to Fawcett, but “has not been notified that they are closing the pediatric unit,” according to a statement from their director of public relations. 
   However, they do ensure that if there is a change, they will be sure to “take appropriate steps to ensure members receive needed services,” as they are contracted with other area facilities. 
   Since the closure, Peace River Regional Medical Center is the only hospital in the area that currently admits pediatrics. 
   “We want our kids to stay close to home,” said David McCormack, CEO of Peace River Regional. “That’s why we are determined to maintain our comprehensive pediatric unit.” 
   According to Butt, the problem with the closure is that people don’t have a choice as to which hospital to go to in times of need. 
   “It’s healthy to have competitions between hospitals. That way if things are not working well at one hospital, you’re not just stuck with a bed,” Butt said. “I’m not saying that one hospital is better than another, but some people have a preferable choice.” 
   The transfer of patients to areas out of the county is a technical process, although it is common. The closest pediatric care centers to Charlotte County are All Children’s Hospital in St. Petersburg or Fort Myers. 
   “The volume of children in the area fluctuates,” said Kristen Garcia-Miller, a registered nurse and an instructor of Pediatrics at Edison College. “When going out of the area, you have to consider a lot of things with families, such as insurance and hardships on the family, as a parent would have to drive sick kids in the back of their car an hour or an hour-and-ahalf away.” 
   Certain health maintenance organizations act as a type of insurance that often times is only allowed to conduct business with a specific hospital like Fawcett, and therefore do not give patients the opportunity to switch their plans in time. 
   In most cases, the Charlotte County Health Department will work in accordance with the families of patients and with physicians to coordinate health care for children. 
   However, in their recent studies, they have found the growing problem of an increasing population with too little numbers of pediatricians or family care physicians in the area. 
   “We listened to the concerns of our community partners telling us about this problem,” said Charlotte County Health Department administrator Steven Mitnick. “Our intern conducted a study that laid out the problem of a higher population and pediatricians, and we found that their concerns are valid. 
   “The health care for children in Charlotte County is of growing concern.” 


