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San Antonio Orthopaedic Group Speaks Out on Health Care Reform
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NEWS RELEASE
LOCAL PHYSICIAN GROUP SPEAKS OUT ON HEALTH CARE REFORM, 
SENDS SIGNED LETTER TO CONGRESS AND THE PRESIDENT

The San Antonio Orthopaedic Group is among the first physician groups to speak out 

(SAN ANTONIO)  September 8th ( The largest orthopaedic practice in South Texas is doing something that rank and file doctors and surgeons typically don’t do: they are stepping out of clinic to speak out on an issue.  All of the 24 of the doctors and surgeons who make up The San Antonio Orthopaedic Group(TSAOG) left clinic on Tuesday morning to speak out to the public, to their patients, and to elected officials on something they consider to be the most important issue facing this Congress(the Health Care Reform Bill.  

World-renowned shoulder surgeon and managing partner for the TSAOG, Dr. Stephen Burkhart, flanked by most of  his 23 fellow surgeons and physicians, said at a Tuesday afternoon news conference, “You’ve heard from the TMA, the AMA and a host of other organizations.  Well, here is what this group of orthopaedic surgeons has to say to Congress. Our mission today is to come forth as one of the first private-practice physician groups in the United States to express our concerns and convey our suggestions regarding the current healthcare reform debate.” 

Burkhart continued, “Today, as Congress returns to session to consider one of the most important issues that has ever faced our nation, we are sending a letter signed by each and every member of our Group to the United States Congressional delegation from Texas, as well as to the President and the leaders of Congress, outlining our concerns and proposing some of our recommendations for healthcare reform.” 

The Group has distributed letters to patients summarizing these same concerns and urging them to become involved in the process of influencing the future of their own healthcare.


Citing the request by patients for doctors to convey their opinion on the issue, Dr. Burkhart said, “My patients ask, ‘Doctor, how do you feel about healthcare reform?’, and other doctors get similar questions.”  Patients want to know what doctors think.
(more(
According to Burkhart, “Some news sources suggest that doctors have weighed in on healthcare because the AMA has accepted the broad concepts in the house bill.  They are wrong (  as only 17% of doctors belong to the AMA.”

Dr. Burkhart said that doctors typically do not speak out only because, with an average work week of over 60 hours, they “are simply too busy caring for patients.”  
But Burkhart says, the public deserves to know what doctors think.  That is why TSAOG has sent to members of Congress the key elements they believe as doctors must be recognized and preserved under any federal healthcare legislation.  These elements are:
· The rights of the patient.
· The sanctity of the doctor-patient relationship.
According to the Group, these rights can only be protected if:

· Doctors are free to choose the best treatment for each individual patient.

· Patients have timely access to the most appropriate treatment, including specialty care and the latest medical technology.

· Payment for expanded services for one group of patients is not done at the expense of reduced payment for services to another group (e.g. Medicare patients).
According to Burkhart, the Hippocratic Oath demands that physicians care for patients as individuals, to the best of their abilities, to ensure that they get the care they need.  And so, Burkhart said, “To fulfill our role as patient-advocates, we must speak up in the healthcare debate.”  

Burkhart says the bills currently under consideration in Congress contain both implicit and explicit mechanisms for rationing care, for restricting access to specialty care, and for restricting access to both diagnostic and therapeutic technology, and these mechanisms tear at the very fabric of the doctor-patient relationship and “demand that we protect our patients from rationing and from denial of care.”

Burkhart said, “Within my clinical practice, I am actively involved in teaching surgeons from around the world the latest arthroscopic surgical techniques for the shoulder.  In the past four years alone, more than 1000 surgeons from more than 35 countries have visited me in the operating room.  The vast majority of those surgeons work within government-controlled public healthcare systems.  They travel to the United States to learn the latest surgical techniques because advanced technologies cannot develop within their own rationed government systems.”  

(more(
Burkhart continued, “As I visit with these surgeons, I find it remarkably sad to learn of the mechanisms of rationing and denial of care that their healthcare delivery systems have imposed, ranging from long waiting lists to outright denial of services.  But the simple truth is that every public government-run health system rations care at a significant level by a number of bureaucratic mechanisms that cannot be appealed by either the doctor or the patient.  Most Americans would find such a system unacceptable.”

The healthcare debate has been framed around the issue of “the good of society” versus “the good of the individual,” as if individual patients should sacrifice their healthcare and their well-being for the “greater good” of society.  Burkhart said, “Such a philosophy is at odds with the sacred tenets of the doctor-patient relationship.  As physicians we can only fulfill our oath by devoting all of our efforts to the good of the individual.”

The mission statement of The San Antonio Orthopaedic Group is, “Your health is our mission.”  Burkhart points out that “It doesn’t mention exclusions or exceptions or bureaucratic denials.  It doesn’t suggest or even tolerate the concept of rationing.  Our mission statement is focused on the patient, and any proposed healthcare bill should be similarly focused.  In the end, we must only accept a rational healthcare delivery system(not a rationed one.”
###
Dr. Stephen S. Burkhart is an orthopaedic surgeon and managing partner for the San Antonio Orthopaedic Group. He is past president (2002-2003) of the Arthroscopy Association of North America, a current member of the Board of Trustees of  the Arthroscopy Journal, and serves as clinical assistant professor, Department of Orthopaedic Surgery at The University of Texas Health Science Center at San Antonio.
ABOUT THE SAN ANTONIO ORTHOPAEDIC GROUP
The San Antonio Orthopaedic Group was established in 1947 for the purpose of providing the highest quality of orthopedic, medical, and surgical care to the regional San Antonio community, surrounding areas, and beyond.  Its board certified surgeons are experienced, skilled, and subspecialty trained to care for and treat the full range of musculoskeletal disorders, diseases, and injuries to the human body in the areas of adult reconstructive, arthroscopic surgery, hand foot and ankle, spine, sports, trauma and general orthopedics. 
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