Jersey hospitals rarely

reveal medical mistakes

Fear of lawsuits drives secrecy, experts say

BY CAROL ANN CAMPBELL
STAR-LEDGER STAFF

 New Jersey’s 86 acute-care hospitals to-
., gether log more than 1 million admissions
and perform 275,000 surgeries each year.

‘According to a review of records, here is .

the total number of serious medical mis-
takes these hospitals have reported to

state officials from May 2000 to June of this
year:

New Jersey hospitals are supposed to
report: medical errors that kill or injure
their patients. But they almost never do.

And patients and their families rarely
complain to state officials either, because
they and their lawyers often‘agree to keep

quiet as part of legal settlements. The re-

sult is a secretive System that prevents
hospitg]s from sharing the lessons they
learn when tragic mistakes do happen.

Such as the death of a 12-year-old

North Bergen boy given three months of
chemotherapy in three days. ;

Or the death of a 57-year-old Mount
Olive man who had medicine injected into
his spine instead of his vein.

Or the case of a cancer-free Jersey City
man who had his prostate removed unnee-

essarily because his biopsy was misread.

-The state never investigated these-
cases because the hospitals never reported
th_em Experts said other mistakes are.
going unreported and unexamined. They
blame an overriding fear of lawsuits.

“We have a mandatory reporting sys-
tem, but nobody reports anything,” said
David Knowlton, chairman of the New Jer-
sey Health Care Quality Institute. “It’s not
working. We have to figure out a fair way to
deal with error.”

Fistakes happen in hospitals every-
where. A landmark 1999 study by the Insti-

tute of Medicine in Washington, D.C,, said .

98,000 Americans die each year from pre-
ventable medical mistakes. Analysts said
the figure for New Jersey is likely to" be
1,788 deaths each year.

But the New Jersey Hospital Associa-
tion advises hospitals not to report errors,
despite state rules.

Gary S. Carter, president, of the hospital

[See ERRORS, Page 22]
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Medical mistakes
often go unreported.

saaoclation, sald New Jersey 13 one
of the few slates that do not keep
error reports confdentind.. He sald
| doctors, -nuwges and phanmacists
will not talk openly about nistakes
it what they say can end up o the
file of o malpractice lawyer. .
"1Ibe system we have has noth-
m do with wﬁt&euta and every-
to do fincting
cases to make money,” Umer #oid.
"We want to make sure that mis-
takes are not repeated, Bub we
'| have an’ environment whese e
¢an't do that."
Blate afclals egteed underre-
| porting ia @ sprious problem. )
“Anything thot 13 reported in
New Jersey ls publie record, We
have a culture of people afrald of
gelting sued. People don't want to

put %dﬁmmp&mr"nﬁd

missloner of the New Jersey De-
partment of Health end BSenlor
Bervices,

Malpractlos Jawyers sald hospl
tals pimply want o cover up thelr

LUDHILATD.  FruGE SUGCY by wigaap

do .is deny “the individual they
harmed from any rocourse,” eald
John Blume, 2 Chatham attoraey.

CRACKING DOWN

The state Department of Health
and Senlor Bervices: is ta
crack down on hospitals
not report . crvors, In May, stnte
Health Commissioher Clton R
Lacy sent a Jetter to hospltal chief
execubives saying they should Im-
medlately noldfy the stale about-
“serlous reportable events” such as-
unexpected doatl:m. fells and sul-

cides.

‘The hosplial may nob, necessar-
fly be st fault Buk.the event —
such 88 an unexpoected death
within hours of surgery or 8 desth
during low-risk childbirth — should
berepurbed.thestmmld.

Hospltals plso must report pre-
ventable mistakes that kill or serk-
owsly irjure patlents. These are
sonetimes. called "nover mnh'
becauss they are things thab
shouwtd never lieppen: Patlents
shoiild never have the wrong oper
atlon, or be glven-the wrong biovd
type, or recelve a fatal overdose of
miecicine, _

Btate heallh authoritles tou-
tinely cite hospltals and surgical

- centera for deflclent staffing, poor

Infection control, violations of Gre

C R, WREMVE VU EE masey

{lons for nat mpmtb\g whet pa-
tlents fall or wander away. Hospl-
tals'have come forward to report
these Incidenty.,

Yet a review of three years of
stafe penally Jetters found Just six
Investigations into unexpected
"death or potentlal medical ecrors
thel killed or infured patlents, In
half of the cases, the hospitals or

- surgical centers were ctéd for nob

reporting the event, which the
alalelenmedonnmotberww,
perhaps through & news report, pa-
tient letter or an on-gite survey.

Bince Lacy's’letter, hospital re-
porting bas improved, Dahl sald,
adding that severnl incidents wero

curnently under lnvestigotion, - -

WD CANCER

Patlents who have huen injured
hy medical mistukes said the state
:lgluulddo more ta enforce fta own-

o8 .

“What 18 the sense ofa npmt
jog aystem If nobody Bays any-
lhhm“ asked Vincent: Caruso of
Jersey City. Caruno un bsur-
gery to remove his progitte end
lymph noded ab Baypnne ] mdlnnl
Center In Januaty 2001 —

‘though he never had cancer,

"Witen the doctor told mo I had

masmummmutpmu can-
cer, I remember thinking, ‘Am I

L v ]

—

T
ever golng to see my grendson .
grow up?” sald Caruso, (G He
agreed!nundergoswgﬂy Aftor-
ward, while at homo and stll. st~
tached to n catheter, his stgeon
called him.

“He sald he wanted Lo spenk
with me and my wife
was scared to death. I l‘.bwght
maybe they didn't' get 4t all,” Car:
usp recalled.

"We went to see the surgeon;-
and [ remeinber he looked dis
traught, llke something had hep-

pened to him. He said, ‘I uom; ._

know how to tell you this, bub you

never had cancer,” " Carugo sald;

his volce cracking at the memor.:

. Caruso declined to name ghe,
surgeon, whom hg -does nof.

blame. He ls sulng the hospital;
however, and In a sworn depost-
tion, the doctor in charge of pa..
thology at the lospltal sald thal,
Caruso did not have cancer and
that a hospltal pathologist had
miscead his blopsy.
he still experlences the slde ef-"
fectn common -to prostato IIUF

Ttie state sald the hospital dlrl
not report the case.

Lynne Nouvel, a apokes\mman .

for the Bayonne hospital, suid she .
cannot cominent on speclile
cages, Bhe sald, liowever, that fhe
situation deseribed does naf.

Taruso aald. -

qurlily as u repartable event, Bhe
decned to elaborale but sald
Sayouns Mcdical Center’ follnws
gtate reporting requirements apd *
conducts Intemal jnvestigations:
whenever & mistake occurs,’
Nevertheless, Lacy's letiir.
states hospitals ' should - repm
i cases of surgery performed on
mg body part or wrong pe..
n ]

| HO OKE ROTICED - )
Newark Both Isreel Hedloa}
Center gave 12-yearold Bddle Ve-

e -

chenwtherapy drug In three deyR. -
He dled 10 weths Iater,
A doctar

30 end 31, mz,e.ocmﬂlnsmacuv-‘
mﬂnmw ordec sheel omta!gzd-

S in court documents, The drug s
omysupposadlohemmonce‘in-

m&n&her doctot, a- plmmmr.hl
and oncology nurses

motherapy
:+| slahdard dosages for the!
:| ateording to tlwmmﬂfsat
*’| Fyancis X Domniby,

Vetnsquez, the child's mother, sald

tacspulled herintoaroom. ™

Jasquez three months worth of'H ¢ B | <o orabhed nmhh

the :nuzf:'
doxorubichn, to be glven on Jen. ',

mmdmmmﬂmmﬂr
‘1-one noticed the amount ol cie~
Mreddldnutnmbch

|n uu A
]

"'"'I‘herm:ne, ‘Norms, Eddlp Is
g ¢0 get very slck. We gaye him
00 tich chero, The doctor wigte -

" A note on Bddie's chiart; paftast

| & ‘court filing, saya his mother ¥R

Infartmed of Ehe error. : Y
Velasquoz said "her san's volis>

+| and skin erupted, He could 3ot

%
é

of anger and she |

. 3F
asg%

on hér knees and shouted, "
Fieaso, don't le¢ him die® .

The autopsy found evidenoce
respdratary digteess and a hemp
rhege in the child’s heart. It Imm
na cancer.

The Department of Health
Benlor Barvices sald the case
not reported Lo It, In @ response
court documents, the hospital
nied any negligence in lts care’
the child, A lawsult is pending,

- A gpokeswoman for the Bullﬁ
Banmabas Health Care Bysterd,
which oporates Newaric Beth Laragl; .

'F

lﬁ.%?lﬁil 184

.| declined to comnent except. to say,-

that the hospital mystem follows

Afer the third hﬂlmlun. Nurma ' tate reporting regulations, -

har son begap vamiting blood, Dbéw

SRR

-
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| the wrong instructions T sald, !
| “What have you done to my baint
+ | Yolt're kiling h!ml L '.’em_qm
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“There is no longer a willingness on the part of the medical
community to enter into an earnest review.”

' YOLUNTARY REPORTINQ
Hospital - edministrators salg
they youtlnely conduet intemal Ia-
muautlonﬁ after mistakes taks
place. Hospilals elso can, If they
thoose, report £o ble:

[Cmtilmed an mmtpese; ::{.

Jalng Cnmmiasiun on Arcreditation
_ of Heallhcare Organzzations, a nf-
ﬁom: geerediting group that sur-
veys'haspitals ab Jeest once every
three years, 1§ has a volunlary and
copfidentin! program In which hos-
pitals can veport unusial deatdis or
I'Dﬁ’cld.kns
" New Jersey hospitals !tpoded
62 events to the joint conynission
from 1995 to 2002, Tae pubE: does
nnt have aceess to those reports.
‘Medical experts said voluntary
reporting to an accreditivg body
does nob replace good state over-
sght Only the state can penalize
ar fine a hospital, or require that
changes be made. Only the state
ﬂ shul down a dangerows instita-
" Experts said mistakes will be re-
+ plated if they are not Investigated
— and the solutions shared,

~In October 1990, a doctor al
Morristown Memorial Iospilal
mistakenly injected the chemother
apy drug vineristine info the spine
of Charles Brown, the 37-year-old
police chief of Mount Olise, He
latér died. The medicine should be
injectedt lnlo 2 pakient's vein, The
"error i nobovious among people
who study medical mistakes be-
cause the patients remain alert and
awnre of liteir impending death.
‘There i no antidose,

Morristown Memorial r]lr! nod
repocl the error bo the state. -

.Two and a hall years later, the
same mistake kifled a 49~pear-old
father of two named Richard D,
Fulton at Saint Peler's Universily
Hpspilal In New Brunswick *Vin-
cristine aguin was mistakenly In-
Jécted into the patients spine in-
stead of his vein
. Wauld a report from Momis-
towm Memorial have prevented the
tragedy ak Saint Peter's?

W1 think maybe a report would
Iye prevented the other case if we
could bave presented what we dis-
w-uul und all the 'best; praclices'
_we pa in place,"” said Jack Scharf,
“yice president of qualily manage-
ment for Atlanti Health System,
which agerates Meorrlstown Mema-
riul. “The problem is that the mal-
praciice lawyers gel hold of it and
put it apgaiet you It's a big G-

Ipsrienn ™ ha wpivl

a.'i.'iEbIBL\'&ﬂN TOEN McKEON (D-ESSEX)

Schurf, ang of the (ew hasplial
expentives o speak eandidly on the
rcpnmng Issue, said Atlantic

Health Systcm does not report ec-
rors bo the state, although he'said
the policy Is cumently belng re-
viewed, He sald the stale needs to
provide conBdentizliby to hospilals
that come forwied with detalled in-
ternal investigations,

"I you dont, dectors won't pay-
ticipate in these investigations. It's

_diffieult enoupgh now ta ged them to

the table,” Schartf snid.

Saint Petec’s declined o com-
ment on the case. The state said
the hospital reporfed Fulton's
death. A-spoXeswoman for Lhe
‘stale said the hospital's report was
triggered hy an inquiry from the
state, witch hud information about
{he death.

A review of penalty letters ks
sued by the Department of Health
and Senior Services found Virtua
West Jersey Hospital in Voorhees
did not Immediabely report the
case of 3 patient, glven 20,000 units
_of heparin, a bkad Lhinner, in one
hour Instead of 1,100 unlcs The
murse set the inlusion pump incor-

rectly. The hospital, in a prepored -

statement, sald tie wmislake wus
inunedialely caught and corvected
and that new precantions have
been pub in. place. The statement
sald the hospita) reported the inci-
dent to the state after a full investls
gation was completaxt,

MISTAKES REPORTED

In three other cases, hospitals
rame

Bumerl Hnspdla] in Paterson
was clted when a uresmnl. palient
was mistakeoly given 40 gouns of
magoesium sulfnte, a salt, instead
of 4 grams. The palient, Who Was
being tecated for pregmancy-related
hypertension, died on Dec. 8, 2002.
The aulapsy blamed acite mague-
shm sulfate toxdgelty. A spokesnian
for Burnert said the hospital knew
to report the accident to the state

. He said the hospital
changed the way it stores mogne-
sium sulfate on patient-floors, and
that the murse who made the ecror
wos fired.

Bayrmne Medical Center was
cited when o patient with O-posi-
tive blood was infused with A- mii
tive blaod on Apeil 5, 2000
trunsfusion was stopped when !hc

vatient developed tremars and

rem The patiear was teeated for a
bloed reaction. The hospilal said it
reported the case 2o Lhe stale,

Suint Mary Hospisal in Hobn-

ken reported a patient su:gicall

mix-up in Japuary 2001, A surgeon
began gallbladder surgery on 4 pa-
tient actually schedulid for surgery
on & tom ratator cull, The surgeon
saw the normal galibladder, recog-
nized the ervor, and endecd the sur-
fery, according to the letber,

-RULES ELSEWHERE

Since the 1690 Institute of Med-
icine report, 45 bills to reduce med-
[cul mistakes have heen introduced
In state capitals,

Reporting of medical emors is
mandatory in IS states, Rules vaxy,
Pennsylvania’s repors are confi-
dential except under court order,
Washington has confidentiality
niles. 50 daes New York, which
gels some 30,000 reports aof orcur-
rences each yeur,

“New York 13 able Lo do track-
ing and trending and provide nfor-
mation back to facilities so they
can commn lwmselves to the av-
erage,” said Jill Rosenthal, 4 re-
searcher for the Nalional Academy
for State Health Policy, The system
in Massachusells is knowm for its

openness. Consumers can geb spe-
cifie incident reparts from spacin-c ;
lospilals.

A proposal in New Jersey-calls
for a new system. Assemblyman
John McKeon (D-Essex) wuanls it
to be confidential, He sadd medical
professionals are afraid to speak
openly.

“There is no Jonger a wilingress
on the part of the medical commu-
nity to coter into an eamest re-
view," be sald.

State Sem, Byron B, Baer (D-
Bergtn) also supports confidential
ity.

“It's hard o ged these reports i
the people who report them are
then subject to huge lawsuits” he
said,

Malpractice attorneys said po-
tients bave a rght to leamn about
investigations into the nistokes
Lhal harmed them or members of

conBdrentinlity.
"Hospitals are not reporting



now and. we have a law that says
they have to. I don’t think confi-

dentiality will make any difference,”
said Gerald O’Connor, a Chatham.

attorney. He has sued over wrong-
site surgeries and infant deaths.

Newark attorney Alan Medvin
called the confidentiality plan an
“attempt to codify secrecy and
suppress the truth.”

REDUCING ERRORS

 Reporting of errors alone will
not solve the problem of medical
mistakes. Some hospitals are in-
stalling technology, such as bar
codes on patient identification
bracelets. Others are replacing pre-
scription pads with hand<held com-
‘puters. Pharmacy computers,

- meanwhile, can .prevent . obvious :

overdoses. Concentrated medicines
now are rarely put on patient

floors, where nurses forget to .
i o Y SRR _ feel terrible.” B

dilute them.

The topic is getting more atten-
, tion. Last month, the state health
deparl;ment and federal health offi-

cials ran a two-day seminar in

Princeton on ways to reduce med-
ical error.

“Ifit’s a preventable error, it will
happen over and over again until,
better processes-are put in place,™

- said Donald Berwick, a noted ex-

pert on medical errors at the Har-.
vard School of Public Health jn -
Baoston. .

“The tragedies occur because: 01'.
flaws in the way we do ourwork,”

- he said.

Berwick said reporting can
identify where problems exist. He: -
supports a reporting system that-
identifies the institution, but not
the individuals involved. —

“I don*t think the anonymity of:
the hospitals should be protected.-
Those who lead hospitals should-
be responsible,” Berwick said. “But.
there is no value in reporting the
individuals because they already

CarolAmCmpbeHcovmm& -
icine. She may be reached at ccamp- -

bell@starledger.com or (973)
3924148.
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