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Surviving Katrina

CASE EXAMPLE: PUBLIC HEALTH
As Hurricane Katrina was packing 120-mile-per-hour winds and getting ready to strike the Gulf Coast in August 2005, the administrative team gathered Forrest General Hospital medical personnel to plan how they would care for patients during and after the storm. Three days after Katrina hit, Hattiesburg, Mississippi’s largest hospital was without water or air conditioning, relying on a backup generator for power. The hospital remained functioning and did not lose a patient during the crisis, a fact that Peters, the hospital’s vice president of medical affairs, attributes to his staff and to an electronic health record system, which is the tie that binds the Forrest General Hospital system, the dominant provider in a 17-county area of southern Mississippi. 

The electronic health record (EHR) system proved essential in helping hospital staff deal with the public health threat the storm delivered to southern Mississippi. “During Katrina we were able to sit in a room with wireless laptops and decide which patients needed to be transferred first,” Peters said. “We could categorize them by groups, and easily identify them and where they were.” Most patients remained at the hospital, but dialysis patients were deemed the top priority for transfer, as water is needed to run dialysis units. Intensive care unit (ICU) patients were the next priority. “With temperatures at 96-plus inside, we were starting to worry about critically ill patients not being able to tolerate the heat,” he said. 
“It would have been a lot more chaotic and difficult without the system to see where patients were quickly, to prioritize who needed to go,” Peters said. “With the EHR system, we could scan through the charts pretty quickly- and see what their current status was, what their vitals were, what the history was, what procedures had been done, or if they require an impending procedure. It would have been an almost nightmarish effort to evacuate patients without a system like this.”

Over in the ER

Meanwhile, the emergency department was running well over capacity after Katrina hit. “Normally, our ER volume is about 230 patients a day,” Peters said. “We saw 500 easily after the storm hit Monday.” But the EHR system, in place since 1997, is able to collect and exchange patient data electronically with 360 area physicians—including the state’s largest multi-specialty clinic. The system enabled ER staff to safely and efficiently manage all the extra patients. “It’s all there,” Peters said. “We had all their allergies, past histories, procedure notes, everything. So we didn’t miss a beat.” 

The Forrest General Hospital system takes care of about 70 percent of the area’s healthcare needs. In addition to connecting many physicians, the system includes a tertiary referral center with a level two trauma system, a community hospital, a critical access hospital, 18 satellite clinics, rehabilitation facilities, home care and other services. “It gives you a complete chronological picture of any patient that has entered the system since 1997, always at your fingertips,” Peters said. “That’s powerful.”

Benefit to Public Health       

From a public health perspective, electronic health information exchange capability is a powerful tool. “It allows you the opportunity to query it for transit infections, transit respiratory illnesses, or certain kinds of wounds that we could report back to the health department and alert them that we have an issue,” Peters said. “With the recent West Nile surge in our area, it very quickly alerted us to that...because the reports go straight off to the infection prevention officer once the cultures are done and the lab results are back. We were quickly able to notify authorities that we had several unusual cases very early, and that allowed them to be more aggressive in tracking and increasing the spraying efforts in the counties.”

Going Forward

Forrest General’s EHR system has allowed many clinicians in this area of Mississippi to provide safe and effective care, as doctors can securely exchange information about patients--for care during routine office visits, during an emergency or disaster, or for public health threats. Now, the Forrest General Hospital system is building a regional health information exchange so “we can tie into any system within the state to share information on any Mississippian,” Peters said. “That’s a benefit to everyone in the state.” 
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