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Grossmont Hospital to quit trauma system, Palomar to join by Jan.8  
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Grossmont Hospital in La Mesa is bailing out of the county's trauma center system much earlier than 
expected, while Palomar Memorial Hospital in Escondido is expected to join the system for critically 
injured patients in less than two weeks.  
And Sharp Memorial Hospital in Kearny Mesa will be the primary trauma center for East County now that 
Grossmont has told the county it no longer wants to be the trauma center for that area, health officials 
say. 
In their original notice last week stating their desire to leave the trauma system, Grossmont officials cited 
Feb. 1 as the likely departure date. Now Grossmont is expected to leave the system no later than Jan. 8, 
with Palomar joining the system on that date or sooner, said James A. Forde, director of the county 
Department of Health Services. 
Sharp Memorial, currently a trauma center, will assume the additional East County duties by Jan. 8, too, 
Forde added. 
Forde said Grossmont's request to move up the date of its departure from the trauma center system has 
caused some strain on the county. For instance, it takes time to educate emergency personnel on where 
to take patients, he said. 
But Forde added: "We will be sure to implement changes in the system in a manner that will (be in the 
best interest) of patient care. We won't make any precipitous moves." 
Grossmont officials met with county health authorities last week and told them of their desire to move the 
departure date up, Forde said. County health officials then instituted a series of meetings and plans to 
carry this out, he added. 
In theory, county officials could contractually prevent Grossmont from severing its ties to the trauma 
system so early, but officials said this is unlikely to happen. 
Ruth Messing, a spokeswoman for Grossmont, said the hospital was notifying the county, via a hand-
delivered letter yesterday, that the 400-bed institution wanted out of the trauma system quickly. She 
denied this move caused any strain on the countywide system. She wouldn't release details of the letter, 
but said Grossmont will meet its obligations as long as it remains in the system. 
In yesterday's letter to Forde, Grossmont associate administrator Pamela Atkinson said the hospital 
wanted out of the system quickly because of "adverse publicity about Grossmont's involvement as a 
trauma center." 
The county notified Grossmont in a Dec. 3 letter that the facility had 60 days to improve its trauma care or 
face losing the prestigious designation. This was first made public in a Dec. 15 story in The San Diego 
Union. Four days later Grossmont officials cited financial losses as a reason they wanted to leave the 
system. 
Most Grossmont and county officials aren't commenting on details of the Dec. 3 letter, but Dr. Paul A. Lo 
Cascio, director of Grossmont's trauma program, has acknowledged that the county's letter raised 
questions about "potentially preventable deaths" of trauma patients treated at the La Mesa hospital. Lo 
Cascio emphatically has denied the county's contention that patients weren't treated properly. 
But Lo Cascio also has said that there was a lack of commitment for the trauma program "across the 
board" at the non-profit, district hospital. As an example, he cited the fact that the physicians comprising 
the departments of anesthesia and orthopedic surgery voted early last week to pull out of the trauma 
center system. 
Grossmont's publicly elected board voted Dec. 18 to notify the county Board of Supervisors that the 
institution wanted out of the trauma center system. It said Grossmont didn't have the resources -- an 
additional estimated $1.4 million -- to pay surgeons and other specialists to be immediately available for 
severe trauma patients. 
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Commenting on these events, Grossmont's letter to Forde yesterday said: "Not only has this created 
confusion for the public, it also has created problems for the trauma surgeons. We believe it is in the 
county's, hospital's and public's best interest to mutually accept dedesignation as a trauma center as 
soon as possible." 
The county's trauma center system of five institutions for adults and one for children under 12 years old 
started Aug. 1 after years of planning, during which experts repeatedly testified hospitals must make a 
substantial commitment of finances and personnel to function at the highest standards. 
Trauma centers are designed to serve a small number of emergency cases -- about 2,000 patients 
annually countywide -- who need the immediate care of surgeons or other specialists. The county has 
tried to limit the number of centers to be cost-effective and ensure that the designated facilities see 
enough patients to maintain skills. 
Palomar Memorial is joining the trauma center system after a special extra review last fall of the two North 
County hospitals that wanted designation. Both Palomar and Tri-City Hospital in Oceanside initially were 
judged early this year to be unqualified. Palomar then beat out Tri-City for the one available trauma center 
designation. Tri-City now is suing the county for such a designation. 
Officials of Palomar Memorial and Sharp Memorial say they are ready to assume new duties by Jan. 8. 
That is the date of the next meeting of the Board of Supervisors, who under state law have the authority 
to designate trauma centers. The board also must approve Grossmont dropping its contract. 
The Jan. 8 meeting will be the first full session of a five-person board that includes three new supervisors, 
who will be in Jan. 7. 
The other county trauma centers are Mercy and UCSD in Hillcrest, Scripps Memorial in La Jolla, and 
Children's in Kearny Mesa for pediatric cases.  
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