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SUBJECT:   
A briefing on Opportunities for King County Economic Expansion:  Health Sciences Infomatics
SUMMARY:

The Regional Policy Committee included on its work program for 2012 a focus on and opportunity for a series of briefings on opportunities for economic expansion in King County.  The Chair’s intent is regularly hear about opportunities for private sector job creation and how public policy and investments may affect particular job sectors or emerging job sectors that hold promise in the Puget Sound region and state.

At the February committee meeting committee members were briefed on current economic conditions in King County and the outlook for 2012 including indicators of the local economy over the coming year and what these indicators may mean for local, regional and state government with regard to revenues and related issues.   The March committee briefing focused on an emerging business and research sector of renewable and clean energy and energy conservation.  

This briefing will introduce the committee members to another business sector that is exploding on to the scene across the country as driven by the federal policy directive and funding to convert medical record keeping over to digital or electronic records. 
Electronic Health Records (EHR)
The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (aka the federal stimulus package) contained a set of provisions known as the Health Information Technology for Economic and Clinical Health Act (HITECH Act) that advances the use of technology in healthcare, principally by encouraging hospitals and physicians to adopt an electronic health record (EHR) system before the end of the 2015.  

The country has been slow to convert a paper-based medical record system to an EHR system.  However, the Obama Administration has made HITECH a priority, including incentives and funding to stimulate and support the conversion to this technology which is expected to be more efficient and more accurate for patient and doctor alike.
Health information technology makes it possible for health care providers to better manage patient care through secure use and sharing of health information. With EHRs health care providers will have:
· Accurate and complete information about a patient's health so they can give the best possible care, whether during a routine visit or a medical emergency. 

· The ability to better coordinate the care; especially important if a patient has a serious medical condition. 

· A way to securely share information with patients and their family caregivers over the Internet, for patients who opt for this convenience. This means patients and their families can more fully take part in decisions about their health care. 

· Information to help doctors diagnose health problems sooner, reduce medical errors, and provide safer care at lower costs. 

Widespread use of EHRs is also intended to make the nation’s health care system more efficient and reduce paperwork for patients and doctors; expand access to affordable care; and build a healthier future for the nation. 

The HITECH Act provides a plan to facilitate the implementation of a nationwide infrastructure as well as a significant amount of federal funding in order to assist healthcare providers with the conversion process.  Many people are predicting that in order for healthcare providers to take full advantage of the financial incentives, the vast majority of them will be taking more rapid steps toward a comprehensive, inter-operable EHR system over the next few years.
Specifically the HITECH Act establishes new responsibilities for the US Department of Health and Human Services through the Office of the National Coordinator for Health Information Technology to develop and adopt policies and standards, including new privacy standards for EHRs and other forms of health information technology.  
The commitment to this conversion is seen through an unprecedented federal investment in health information technology. The provisions of the HITECH Act are specifically designed to work together to provide the necessary assistance and technical support to providers, enable coordination and alignment within and among states, establish connectivity to the public health community in case of emergencies, and assure the workforce is properly trained and equipped to be meaningful users of EHRs. Combined, these programs build the foundation for every American to benefit from an electronic health record, as part of a modernized, interconnected, and vastly improved system of care delivery.
The Act has two primary funding components – one component provides for about $2 billion to HHS and the office of the National Coordinator so that it may fulfill its duties consistent with the development of a nationwide health IT infrastructure through the development of standards and certification criteria and the coordination of health IT policies  through a federal health IT strategic Plan; and a second component that sets aside $17 billion for healthcare providers who can demonstrate their use of a certified EHR.

While adopting an EHR system is ‘voluntary’ for physicians, the government wants implementation to occur quickly so all of the incentives occur during  a five-year period with the largest payments being made earlier in the program. 

What this means ‘on the ground’ is that there is a tremendous demand for the development and installation of EHR systems that meet federal standards and are networked with other healthcare providers.   As a result there are new businesses springing up and a tremendous demand for health technology professionals.  

Bellevue Community College’s program in  Health Information Technology is one of the premier institutions in the state providing the training for these new health technology professionals.   The following is a quick summary of Bellevue Community College’s role and prominence:

· Current Health IT grant funding: >$7M, from National Science Foundation; HHS, Office of the National Coordinator for Health IT; and WA State Board of Community & Technical Colleges

· Lead Organization: WA Health IT Workforce Development & Technical Training

· Lead College: WA Health IT Community College Health IT Collaborative

· WA Community College Center of Excellence, IT

· Founding Institution and Member: WA Health IT Industry – Education Council

 The committee will be briefed by the Director of the Life Sciences Infomatics Center at Bellevue Community College regarding the federal incentives and requirements driving the conversion to electronic medical records and the training programs and jobs being added to the local and statewide economy.
ATTACHMENTS:  none
