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Remedy sought for MD crisis

Conference to address strategies for bringing doctors to Adirondacks

By PAUL GRONDAHL, Staff writer

Click byline for more stories by writer.

First published: Wednesday, August 29, 2007

LAKE GEORGE -- The Adirondacks are hemorrhaging doctors.

More primary care
physicians are fleeing
the North Country
than ever before.
Burned out by the
grind of a country
doctor, they're being
lured away to other
states with offers of
better pay, more
vacation time and
fewer nights on-call.

In some cases, new

patients have tobe

turned away, while

othershaveto travel
farther or wait longer to see a physician.

Health clinics arein danger of closing because they're losing money as
reimbursement rates remain flat and costs climb.

Openings for physicians are going unfilled, meaning doctors who stay
behind in thepoor, rural region are struggling to treat more people,
driving more miles between clinics and working more hours.

All the while, they're expected to payback hefty medical school loans and
cover the steep cost of malpractice insurance. The inducements to bolt are
many and proving harder to resist.

"This is a real crisis that needs immediate attention," said Dr. John
Rugge, who came to the Adirondacks in 1974.He's the founder and CEO of
Hudson Headwaters Health Network, which handles 250,000 patient
visits annually at 12 health centers across a swath of the mountainous area
twice the size of Rhode Island.

Rugge is an organizer of what he's calling "a Boston Tea Party" to spur
emergency action when 100 physicians, health care administrators,
government officials and business leaders meet Thursday to discuss the
problem at the Warren CountyMunicipal Center inLake George.

"The national health care crisis is hitting first in the Adirondack Park
because of its unique nature. We need to address it there whileit's still
manageable enough to solve," said meeting organizer Stephen Acquario,
executive director of the New York State Association of Counties.

Stephens Mundy, president and CEO of CVPH Medical Center in
Plattsburgh, is scrambling to fill 20 openings for physicians, more than 10
percent of his medical staff at the 400-bed hospital.

"There's a huge problem withburnout," Mundy said, noting most
physicians are chained to their beepers many nights and weekends.

Typical was what one primarycaredoctor who recentlyleft for an
out-of-state job and a 50 percentsalary hike told Mundy: "I came here
knowing I'd make less money,but I didit for the rural lifestyle. Inever
hadtimeto enjoy the mountains. I'll leave, make a lot more more money
and bring my family back to the Adirondacks on vacation."

Hospital CEOs swap stories like the one involving the anesthesiologist
who left Saranac Lake after being recruitedto Oregon. Thetrade-off: His
payjumped from $225,000 to $425,000 with doublethe vacation time and
fewer nights on call.

Chandler Ralph, president and CEO of the Adirondack Medical Center in
Saranac Lake, is facing a similar physiciancrunch atfour primary care
centers,two hospitals and two nursing homes across the rugged High
Peaks region.
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Atypical scenario for
Ralph is atthe Tupper
Lake health clinic,
where she'shaving a
hard time filling two
primary care
physician openings
and is making do
with a doctor who
works as a temp.

She's struggling to

retainthe doctors she

has. Their average

age is about 51 and
they're looking to reduce hours or retire soon.

"I can'treally blame the doctors for leaving," Ralphsaid. "Being on call
all the time is a real challenge in a rural area."

Ralph has begun laying the groundwork for the future by staying in contact
with medical students who grew upin in the Adirondacks. She hopes to
induce them back back to a primary care practicein their hometowns.

Theprimary care physician shortage is creating a strain on emergency
rooms. When tourists and year-round residents alike suffer an injuryor
require immediate care and can't get in to see an overbooked doctor at a
clinic, they simply drive to the hospital ER.

A clinicvisit costs $45 to $65, compared with $400 to $500 for an
emergency room visit.

Rugge, meanwhile, figures heloses about $30 on everypatient who walks
in the door at the Hudson Headwaters health clinics. He's been able to
make up most of the shortfall with a patchwork of state and federal grants
and donations from foundations and individuals. The fundraising also
covers $2 million in free care his network provides each year to the
uninsured.

"Before I started making house calls, I didn't realize the incredible pockets
of poverty throughout the Adirondacks," said Rugge, a Harvard Divinity
School graduate who entered medicine with a calling to serve the rural
poor.

Thehealth network he founded, which recently celebrated its 25th
anniversary, is indanger ofhaving to cut back after two decades of
expansion.

"This isthe hardest recruiting season we've ever seen," said Rugge, who
hasseveral unfilled primarycarephysician openings on his 40-doctor
staff.

Statewide statistics ondistribution of physicians across New York
confirm the gloomyoutlook for the Adirondacks, according to Jean Moore,
director of the Center for Health Workforce Studies at the University at
Albany's School of Public Health.

"The areas of the statelosing physicians the fastest are rural regions
where the economy is not strong, especiallythe North Country,” said
Moore, who has been surveying physicians since 1996. She'll offer
statistical analysis at Thursday's meeting.

Between 2001 and 2005, the North Country lost 20 of its primarycare
physicians, an 8 percent decline. Thatleft just 258 primary care
physicians, or 60 for every 100,000 people. Statewide, thenumber of
physicians increased 5 percent over the same period.

Moore's survey will now include a section asking doctors why they're
leaving the state.

"Inmany ways, the Adirondacks are a reflection of a national problem,"
said Rashi Fein, an emeritus professor of medical economics at Harvard

http://www.timesunion.com/AspStories/story.asp?storylD=617682&TextPage=2

9/25/07 11:17 AM



Remedy sought for MD crisis -- Page 2 -- Times Union - Albany NY http://www.timesunion.com/AspStories/story.asp?storylD=617682&TextPage=2

University. Fein, who has a summer home in Bolton Landing, will discuss
the macro view at Thursday's meeting.
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