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State lawmakers to back legislation on hospital

By Mike Wright

Poor management. Millions in debt. Wasted tax dollars.

Attorney Bill  Grant  laid  out  those scenarios Thursday to  members of  the Citrus County  Legislative
Delegation, who voted 3-0 to support a bill that would give significant control of Citrus Memorial hospital
to its board of trustees.

Sens. Charlie Dean, R-Inverness, and Mike Fasano, R-New Port Richey, said the legislation holds both
the trustees and Citrus Memorial Health Foundation board accountable to taxpayers.

Both senators disagreed with the foundation’s attorney, who suggested the Legislature did not have a
say in breaking the operating arrangement between the board and foundation.

Dean and Fasano said the Legislature created guidelines for the board of trustees, which led to the
board’s leasing the hospital’s operations to a nonprofit foundation.

“We created the vehicle, where we feel the public’s trust has been violated,” Dean said.

Foundation attorney Jim Kennedy said he didn’t think so.

“If need be, we’ll wind up in litigation over it,” he said.

A legislative delegation last year that included then-Rep. Ron Schultz — replaced this year by Rep.
Jimmie T. Smith, R-Inverness, who defeated Schultz in the August primary — voted to support similar
legislation.

Schultz, however, took issue with several “whereas” clauses that are not part of the legislation but lay
the  groundwork  for  it.  The clauses  accused the  hospital  foundation  of  mismanagement  and losing
millions of dollars annually.

Schultz eventually agreed to the final wording. The Senate passed the bill, but it didn’t get a final vote in
the House of Representatives. Backers of the bill blamed Schultz for that, and Smith said during the
campaign that if he were elected he would make sure the bill gets a House vote.
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Grant,  attorney  for  the  board  of  trustees,  said  the  board  has  tried  to  settle  its  nearly  2-year-old
disagreement with the foundation but gotten nowhere.

He said that, under the foundation’s oversight, the hospital is $6 million in the red and is projected to
lose $10 million next year.

Grant said the taxpayers’ sole obligation is for indigent care. He accused the foundation of broadly
defining indigent care and co-mingling those tax dollars with debt payments.

Neither Kennedy nor foundation attorney Clark Stillwell refuted the specific allegations. Kennedy called
them “inaccuracies.”

The  bill  provides  significant  oversight  of  the  foundation  by  the  board  of  trustees.  It  requires  the
foundation to have a separate accounting for tax dollars and gives trustees final say over projects that
cost in excess of $250,000.

It gives the hospital board authority to hire and fire the chief executive officer, and appoint members to
the foundation.

In situations where hospital board members do not constitute a majority of the foundation board, tax
rates would be limited to 0.5 mills and that money could only be used to pay for indigent care. The tax
cap now is 3 mills, though the board voted in September to levy a 0.25-mill rate.
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