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Southlake Regional Health Centre welcomes new provincial targets to reduce emergency room wait times, acknowledging there's room for improvement. 

But a lack of funding and the delayed hiring of 9,000 nurses has the Ontario Hospital Association concerned Ontario's 157 hospitals may not be able to reach the expected targets. 
The province will increase operating budgets by 2.1 per cent, but the association feels that is far from the 3.5 per cent needed just to maintain the current level of services. 
However, Southlake's vice-president of acute services, Gary Ryan, says the Health Ministry's efforts are appreciated. 
"The funding set aside, particularly for emergency room initiatives, has been protected," he said. "The fact is we want to deliver better wait times and I think we can do better than the times we have become accustomed to in Ontario." 
Last fall, the hospital was flagged by the Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care as being among the province's 14 poorest performing hospital emergency departments because of growth demands. 
The province funded the hiring of specialized, geriatric nurses to improve emergency room flow, an initiative that has been in play for three months. 
The current target is to ensure 90 per cent of patients arriving by ambulance are admitted to hospital within 30 minutes. As of last fall, only 10 to 20 per cent were getting in within that timeframe, Mr. Ryan admitted, adding things are improving. 

"The role of the geriatric nurses is to take responsibility of patients who need nursing beds and work to get them there, rather than putting the patient in an emergency bed," he explained. 
"It's like bypassing the emergency room. If we can avoid one person taking up a room for two hours waiting to be moved, we could potentially see 10 more patients in that period." 
The initiative has already improved the flow in the hospital's emergency room and, as the program matures, Mr. Ryan hopes it will continue to improve. 

The hospital also continues to work to obtain more access to nursing beds. 

Concurrent coding, also known as nurse reviewing, is also having a positive effect on wait times, Mr. Ryan said. 
Each day, nurses go through in-patient charts and retain patients who still need an acute care bed or discharge those who can go home to free up the bed. 

"We are also tracking our numbers closely and reporting them straight to the board," he added. 
"If something is not working, we have to come up with something else." 

Newmarket-Aurora MPP Frank Klees said it is unfair of the Liberal government to dictate emergency room wait time expectations without providing adequate resources to meet new targets. 
"My concern is for the quality of care of patients," he said. 
"We already have a crisis in our emergency rooms and have been waiting for additional funding and, now, rather than resourcing, our government is dictating." 

Without the funds to hire more staff or create more emergency care beds or even infrastructure to create more physical room, he predicted hospitals in York Region will be hard-pressed to meet the targets laid out for them by the province, especially when faced with high volume due to growth. 
"The last time I checked, the health minister was in no position to dictate," he said. "The government continues to move ahead with blinders on, ignoring the warnings from the opposition and health care professionals." 
There is a huge gap in funding already, he claimed, pointing out the population boom in the region, specifically Newmarket and Aurora, is already taxing the hospital's emergency room and services. 
"What we are hearing is there is no hope of closing the gap," he said. "We are seeing an increase in demand with flat-lined resourcing."
The hospitals are going to go through some tough times, he added, predicting hospital wait times will worsen before they improve, due to budget shortfalls, increased demand because of growth and the economic downturn. 
But Mr. Ryan remains confident Southlake will pull through and continue to cut time spent in the emergency room.

