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  It was the best of times….


         It was the worst of times….

This season of the year more people are thinking about Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol than about A Tale of Two Cities, which he also authored. But these famous opening lines of the latter book seem so appropriate right here, right now.

Many Americans have hope for real health care reform out of Washington, while others fear changes will harm a system that has been working for them.  Many New Jersey residents look forward to changes in state government that could lower taxes and improve the business climate, while others dread the painful steps that might have to be taken to achieve that goal and balance the budget.

Here in Hoboken UMC we note that admissions are significantly higher than they were in this period last year, but that many more of our patients are uninsured because they are unemployed and have run out of Cobra benefits.  We eagerly look ahead to long-promised improvements like the Cath Lab and O/B suites, and yet we still worry about finding enough cash to meet each periodic payroll.

Some are glad 2009 is almost over because for them it was a rough year.  Others would like to hang on to it a bit longer because they don’t know what 2010 will bring.

The New Jersey Hospital Association issued a report this month that showed hospitals in our state were poorer than they’d been in a decade.  They analyzed audited 2008 financial data from acute care and specialty hospitals, studying a variety of fiscal indicators including investment income.  The numbers plunged to negative 14.1 percent, a dramatic fall from the 2007 total margin of 0.9 percent.

The report says Medicaid pays hospitals an average of just 66 cents for every dollar of care 

provided, Medicare pays 89 cents on the dollar, and charity care an average of 42 cents per dollar that care actually costs.  Although numbers vary from hospital to hospital, the report leaves no doubt that reimbursement policies in New Jersey have left hospitals vulnerable to any unanticipated financial challenge.

On the other hand, newscasters are now reporting unemployment and job loss numbers are down and real estate sales are picking up.  Business group surveys in New Jersey and nationwide indicate employers are planning to invest more in 2010, major banks are announcing year-end profits, and holiday retail sales appear to be strong.

Pundits differ on whether the recession is finally over, almost over, or not nearly over. It’s all in one’s point of view.

And it’s the same around here.  Reducing costs 10 percent means the beginning of the end of our financial difficulties, but it inherently means financial challenges for employees’ families.  The best in one respect, the worst in another.

Charles Dickens wrote his famous words in 1859 and they are just as true today as they were 150 years ago.  And just as they were then, today’s times are what we make of them.  Let’s do all we can to make them the best.  

And let’s remember that other famous line from Dickens, the one uttered by Tiny Tim, the heartwarming hero of A Christmas Carol. 

God bless us, Every One!

Congratulations to Modesta Piedra, secretary to the medical staff, whose office on the Second Floor was deemed the most beautiful in our holiday decorating contest.  Sixth Floor Rehab Unit was deemed the most creative of the designs, and the Switchboard earned the award for most humorous.  Prizes will be presented today during the holiday luncheon.  Judges Kristie Fitzpatrick of NJCU and Eric Van Zanten of HCST commented on the artistry of the designs and the wonderful use of color.  They also noted the interdepartmental rivalry was all in good fun and they believe everyone involved was uplifted by the process and the results.


The members of the Hoboken UMC Auxiliary held their holiday luncheon at LaReggia in Secaucus on December 12th, Frank Sinatra’s birthday, and raised funds to support our women’s and children’s health programs.  Frances Bove and Doris McLaughlin chaired the event and every member participated in some way. Scores of magnificently wrapped prizes were awarded to lucky attendees, and a fashion show of women’s and kids’ clothes was presented by Chico’s and Bellie & Katrina’s.


The Auxiliary raised $1000 for the Susan B. Komen Breast Cancer Foundation, partially through solicitations in our lobbies, and presented the check to the organization a few weeks ago.


A new organization called Hoboken Volunteers was formed recently and held a launch party earlier this month.  Hoboken UMC’s Director of Volunteers, Dorothy DeMauro, attended and reported that 400 persons have already signed up and quite a few expressed interest in volunteering here.  The organization has a Facebook page and will issue a monthly newsletter.


In our next issue, there will be a list of all the organizations and individuals who have brought joy to our patients in special holiday visits.  Meanwhile, whenever you see a group of youngsters or adults (usually accompanied by a Santa) please be sure to make them feel welcome and appreciated.


The Employee Task Force seeking ways to save money has identified a few reports that don’t need to be printed and distributed regularly.  They’re usually available on the internet, so we can save paper, along with energy and recycling costs.  Please look at what you do every day and find ways to save a few pennies here and there.  It all adds up. Pass on your cost-cutting ideas to Chaplain Marjorie at x1045.


Because of the sacrifices employees are making to stabilize our hospital, administrators are reaching out to local merchants seeking discounts and other advantages.  With more than a thousand people on our payroll, we have some bargaining clout.  We’ll update you as agreements are reached.  Meanwhile, note that PSE&G is offering help to anyone having trouble paying utility bills.  The eligibility guidelines for the Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program can be found on their website www.pseg.com/liheap.  The NJ Lifeline Credit Program can be reached at 800-792-9745.  NJShares (www.njshares.org) and New Jersey Comfort Partners (888-773-8326) also offer assistance to eligible persons.


Next Tuesday, December 22nd, the MRI will be down for 24 hours while we upgrade the magnet and software.  The installation will allow it to operate at double the capacity and perform several new studies, including improved breast imaging.  For more information, call x1270.


Somebody in your family or circle probably will be getting a device with text messaging capability this gift-giving season.  Please stress that no one should text while they’re driving a car, riding a bike, or walking through crowds.  Drivers who are texting are three times more likely to have an accident than a drunken driver, according to recent studies. Eighteen states (including New Jersey) have enacted laws banning texting while driving and Congress is considering a federal ban that would cause states to lose as much as 25 percent of their federal highway funds if they do not prohibit texting while driving by a certain date.  Although more than 87 percent of people surveyed said texting while driving is very dangerous, about a quarter of them admitted doing it.


The next issue of Vital Signs will be published on January 8th.  Happy New Year!
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