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IMPACT OF POSSIBLE HOSPITAL BED SHORTAGE DEBATED AT HEARING 

..... Health care advocates and hospital officials are disagreeing over the impact of a new study 
showing the Bay State may run short on hospital beds as soon as next year. 

In a study released today, Boston University School of Public Health professor Alan Sager said 
Massachusetts could face a 3,063-bed shortfall next year due to consolidations within the hospital 
industry. He said the number of beds available has dropped about 40 percent over the last 30 
years as hospitals merged and reduced beds to cut costs and stay competitive. 

That shortage could be a prescription for trouble as the Baby Boom generation ages, Sager told 
the Health Care Committee today. The solution, he said, is to create laws requiring greater 
regulation and public scmtiny of hospital mergers and closings. That way, lawmakers and the 
general public could routinely weigh in on the state of the industry, he added. 

"For years we've subjected ourselves to the propaganda that closing hospitals saves money," said 
Sager, a long-time proponent of government-run universal health care. "This is not survival of the 
fittest. This is survival of the fattest. There is no free market we can trust. Therefore, 
state government has to step in." 

Hospital industry officials disputed Sager's conclusions and the need for the accompanying 
legislation filed by Sen. Mark Montigny (D-New Bedford). They said Sager's analysis ignores 
advances in medicine that have reduced the need for in-patient care. And they maintained that the 
current oversight by the Attorney General and Public Health Council is sufficient. 

"There's no question there's been a drop in the number of beds in Massachusetts. However, 
hospital beds are an increasingly irrelevant measure of hospital care because so much of the 
medical care has moved to outpatient care," said Massachusetts Hospital Association executive 
vice president Andrew Dreyfus. "If we want to strengthen the hospital system in Massachusetts, 
the key is fair payment, not some broad new regulatory structure." 

Added MHA vice president Robert Gibbon: "Imposing extensive new health care regulation will 
make it more difficult for providers to meet purchasers' demands for quality improvements and 
increased cost effectiveness." 

Dreyfus and Gibbons said forcing insurers to make prompt reimbursements would help struggling 
hospitals pay their bills and preserve more of the state's 14,599 existing beds. 

Insurers, doctors and hospitals are currently arguing with Beacon Hill lawmakers over the need 
for "prompt payer" legislation. While most of the hospital-sponsored proposals are pending 
before the Insurance Committee, MHA representatives appeared before the Health Care 
Committee to push for a bill requiring prompt payments to physicians. 

Doctors and hospitals say insurers deliberately withhold payments to earn more interest and 
manage their cash flow. Delaying payments for up for 120 days can seriously hurt both small 
practices and large hospitals, MHA officials said. Some insurers say recent mergers in the 
industry led to computer problems that caused the payment delays. 


