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also said the local community needs to better
understand that mental illness and addiction are
“legitimate medical conditions.”

“It’s a treatable disease,” said Brian Lucas,
vice chairman of the Bonita Bay Group and a
chairman on the Mental Health and Addiction
Coalition. “It’s not the crazy guy on the corner;
it’s the guy sitting next to you.”

Mr. Lucas noted the new addiction triage
center is helping 40 or 50 new patients every
month who have addiction problems. Many
were sent there instead of being arrested.

“These are people that would either be in the
jail or in the ER, but theyre getting real treat-
ment,” Mr. Nathan said.

Some of the next steps for behavioral health
will be to get the Triage Center operating
24/7,and finish construction of and launch The
Pavilion at HealthPark by 2009, which will make
room for more beds and psychiatrists.

Primary care alternatives

Thirty percent of Lee County residents don’t
have medical insurance.

And records show about half of LMHS
patients are either uninsured or unable to pay
out-of-pocket expenses after their insurance
deductions.

Many don’t have a family physician, and

make ER visits at an enormous cost for care that
should be handled elsewhere and less expen-
sively. One in four patients who visit an ER in
Lee is uninsured.

“Now we have more out-of-work uninsured,”
said Lalai S. Hamric, CEO of Family Health Cen-
ters of Southwest Florida, Inc.

Some alternatives for the uninsured or under-
insured include the establishment of the Dunbar
United Way House and the opening of the East
Fort Myers United Way House.

Still, health care providers in Lee who increas-
ingly give care without receiving compensation
are losing millions.

Busy physicians or have trouble meeting
patients’ work schedules; and many who can’t
afford insurance also face transportation issues.

LMHS plans to expand neighborhood-based
clinics and study how to finance care for the
uninsured.

Electronic medical record

If an overarching system of medical records
was created, doctors could get patients’ lab
results and prescriptions from anywhere in the
world online, and share them easily with other
doctors or organizations in the community.

And patients who go to different locations for
treatment would benefit from a smoother, more
seamless process.

Challenges the innovation will face include
privacy and confidentiality issues, and funding.

Workforce shortage

There is a lack of health care professionals in

Lee County.

“This is not a physician-friendly marketplace
with heavy Medicare, Medicaid and uninsured,”
said LMHS CEO Mr. Nathan.

The good news is, Edison State College has
the largest capacity for educating RNs in the
nation; and Florida Gulf Coast University also
has new options like the Doctor of Physical
Therapy Program and the Acute Care Nurse
Practitioner option.

Still, the Florida Center for Nursing predicts
a shortage of 52,000 RN statewide by 2020, and
said the most severe shortage will be in South-
west Florida.

And numbers of doctors — primary care and
specialists — are dropping even if they were
educated in Southwest Florida schools, due to
more residency slots being available elsewhere.

Mr. Nathan said the area should strive to
make graduating doctors and nurses feel wel-
come.

Public awareness of services

Anne Rose, director of business develop-
ment, LEE PHO, talked about getting medical
news to the community.

Sometimes it’s hard to get people interested
in it, unless they get sick.

“We want to know about (health care) when
we need it,” she said.

Preventive health care

“What else do you need?”

That’s the question Community Cooperative
Ministries CEO Sarah Owen directs toward

every person who comes for a meal at The Soup
Kitchen on Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard.

When someone is in need of food, she said,
it follows that they have a complex set of prob-
lems, including health care and housing. That’s
why next door to The Soup Kitchen, the needy
have access to a wide range of services at the
Dunbar United Way house, like mental health
care, job assistance and other things.

There, other community organizations have
partnered to ask that question, “What else do
you need?,” including LMHS, National Alli-
ance on Mental Illness, Hope Hospice and Lee
County Human Services.

Similar programs that work together in one
place to address a wide range of issues are open-
ing in East Fort Myers and are in the planning
stages for North Fort Myers.

Chronic disease

Accomplishments include the Children’s
Hospital Child Advocacy Program, which has
taught Mission Nutrition to more than 2,900
fourth- and fifth-grade students in 2007, to
impact childhood obesity.

Focus on quality

LMHS improved its medical service in many
areas last year, including: increased awareness
of hand hygiene, reduction of urinary catheter-
associated infections and educating physicians
on the appropriate use of blood.

Challenges doctors face includes constantly
changing clinical evidence. H
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The 4th Annual Gala Fundraiser

Saturday, November 1,2008 7 p.m. to 11 p.m.

Grab your Ruby Slippers and travel the yellow brick road to our Emerald City, The Sidney & Berne Davis Art Center. Broadway performances
by stars from the show “ Wicked”, a delicious seated dinner, and a silent art auction featuring fine art from around the world, will create an
event you wont want to miss.

This year’s Gala is dedicated to Robert Rauschenberg (1925-2008) our very own “Wizard” of Southwest Florida Arts. The money raised will
help us continue the final phases of construction to this historic gem in downtown Fort Myers.

Visit www.Wizard2008.com or call 239-333-1933 for details and tickets.
Individual tickets are $250. Seating is limited. Evening attire, but costumes are encouraged.




