March 17, 2005

LETTER TO THE EDITOR

LONG TERM CARE OVERSIGHT NEEDED TO PREVENT DEATHS

It is the shame of our society that every year thousands of frail and disabled elderly succumb to preventable death in long term care facilities because of fatal neglect.   Let’s face it, benign neglect that many of us associate with nursing home care is nothing short of elderly abuse.    The end result of such neglect is death from malnutrition, dehydration and improperly care of bedsores.

House Bill 609, patterned after a 1999 Arkansas law, provides crucial protection for long term care residents, whether they are in nursing homes, assisted living, hospice or adult care facilities.   

The measure, recently heard by the House Committee on Health and Government Operations, of which I am a member, requires that the death of a resident in any of these facilities must be reported immediately to the Medical Examiner.   The Medical Examiner is required to investigate the death to determine its cause.   If the Medical Examiner finds a reasonable cause to suspect that the death resulted from maltreatment, the findings must be reported to the police and the appropriate prosecuting attorney.   I strongly support this legislation as an effective way to prevent avoidable deaths in long term care facilities.

Nursing home abuse is hard to quantify because most cases are undetected or underreported.   According to the 2002 U. S. Department of Justice Nursing Home Initiative, about 80% of nursing patient neglect and abuse goes unreported.   What is reported is just the tip of the iceberg.    The study states that wrongful deaths in nursing homes is “massive” and “pervasive,” and usually results from understaffing.

In a 2003 report to Congress, the U. S. Department of Health and Human Services stated that nine out of ten nursing homes have staffing levels too low to provide adequate care.   In a 1998 General Accounting Office (GAO) study to determine the cause of death of 62 people who died in California nursing homes, it was revealed that over 50% had received “unacceptable care” and died of dehydration, malnutrition or chronic infections from bedsores.

A society is judged by the way it treats its most vulnerable citizens.   The frail and disabled elderly in long term care facilities are extremely vulnerable and entirely dependent on caregivers to survive.   At the very least, we owe our elderly citizens in long term care facilities a structure of oversight that will protect them from dying from fatal neglect.

Sincerely,

Eric M. Bromwell

