BURKE COUNTY BOARD OF COMMISSIONERS
WORKSESSION WITH HOSPITAL AUTHORITY
April 1, 2014
The Burke County Board of Commissioners met on Tuesday April 1, 2014 at 6:00 PM in the Commissioners Conference Room at the Burke County Courthouse.  The meeting was called to order by Chairman Wayne Crockett.  Also in attendance were Commissioners Abrams, DeLaigle, Deloach and Kelly.  Hospital Authority members present were Chairman, Chris Collins, Richard Bailey and Ricky Blackburn.  Burke Medical Center CFO, Shelle Diehm and County Administrator Merv Waldrop were also at the meeting.  
The Chairman Crockett stated that the only purpose of this meeting was to get a status update on the Burke Medical Center from the Hospital Authority.  He noted that the Commissioners are about to begin the budget process for the coming fiscal year and unless things change drastically, hospital will need operating funds from the County.  He asked Authority Chairman, Chris Collins to give an update on the progress being made.
Mr. Collins told of a new team of ER Doctors and Hospitalists that will provide better service and save money too.  He noted that they have begun a Sleep Studies program that has little costs and generates a good profit margin.  Mr. Collins also reported that the hospital is ready to lease an MRI unit to have available daily at the Burke Medical Center.  All of these will slowly work to make the hospital more profitable.  However he noted that the hospital is not likely to ever be profitable again.  He pointed out that changes in the medical and insurance markets are making it more difficult to break even.  High deductible plans mean that the hospital is not being paid for a larger part of its services than before.  Many cannot or will not pay the copays and deductibles required by the insurance plans.  The hospital cannot refuse service and therefore must eat the loss until the insurance kicks in.  
Commissioner Abrams asked about using the local doctors for hospitalists to cover nights and weekend call.  

Commissioner Kelly asked about how we can market the new services being provided so that the public is aware that they have options other than going to Augusta.  Shelle Diehm reported that they have sent notices to local doctors in Burke and surrounding counties.  Mr. Blackburn added that they have started going to civic clubs making programs on the services offered at Burke Medical Center.  

Chairman Collins pointed out that physician referral is the number one point of access to any hospital.  

Mr. DeLaigle asked about the emergency room contract and the contract for administration.  The Authority and Ms. Diehm explained the costs of these contracts and how important it is to spread these fixed costs over many more patients.  

Mr. Crockett asked what else is going on at the hospital.  Mr. Collins explained that they are pursuing a wound care program that will help with diabetics.  They are going to market these services to counties to our south and west to give them an option rather than to go to Augusta or Savannah.  

Shelle Diehm explained the financial situation.  She noted that they have cut everywhere that can be reasonably cut and made more efficient.  There are certain costs to keep a hospital open with one patient or 20.  We lost $300,000 last month.  We only get 28% of what we bill returned in payments from Medicaid, Medicare and Insurance.  The census is growing but it is still too low to breakeven.  

Mr. Crockett asked if they had enough funds to operate and for how long before they would need a subsidy.  Mr. Collins stated that they would run out of funds in 12 months and that even under the best of circumstances they would likely have a deficit of $200,000 per month.  

The Administrator pointed out that we are committed for debt service for the next six years.  We have enough budgeted for the current year but will likely need to budget funds in addition to the $1.5 million debt service for a subsidy in FY 15 and following.  

Chairman Collins explained that our options now were to increase services to spread the overhead costs across more patients but be aware that we lose money with every procedure done since we are not reimbursed fully.  We cannot reasonably break even by reducing services as we will have to keep a staff to maintain an emergency room.  The third option would be to close the hospital.  
Mr. Crockett stated that the Board is committed to the fact that we will have to fund the hospital to keep it open.  The question is how much and how much subsidy is reasonable to expect from the taxpayers.  

Mr. Abrams expressed his appreciation for the Hospital Authority and the difficult work that they have been doing.  

Mr. Collins stated that he appreciated the support and interest that the Board of Commissioners have shown the Hospital Authority.  He added that we will know in 12 months if the new services are working to improve the situation at the hospital or not.  

Being no further business to come before the Board, the meeting was adjourned at 7:29 PM.
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