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BEND — A virulent strain
of the flu has filled the emer-
gency room at St. Charles
Bend to capacity, forcing the
hospital system to cancel
surgeries and divert patients
to other hospitals.

Hospital officials said the
emergency room typically
treats about 120 patients on
any given Monday but saw
150 patients this past Mon-
day and admitted 30 of those
patients to the hospital.

Michelle Brenholdt, the
director of St. Charles Bend’s
emergency services and
trauma program, said many
patients admitted to the hos-
pital are staying longer than
usual and that is causing a
backlog into the ER.

“We're still able to take care
of sick patients and critical
patients, but it’s a really good
time to remind people where
to go for care,” she said. “If
you have serious signs and
symptoms, certainly we want
you to come here, but if you
can get to an urgent care or
your doctor’s office for less
serious things, then certainly
that’s the best place.”

St. Charles Bend has 32
emergency room beds, and
as of Wednesday afternoon,
22 were filled by patients
waiting to be admitted to an

inpatient room.

“We have nine beds in the
hallways where we're trying
to help move people along,
which is not optimal, and it’s
not fun for anybody, but it
works,” said Dr. Bill Reed, an
emergency room physician at
the hospital.

Reed said doctors are
seeing more flu patients
than normal who are having
trouble breathing and need
to be admitted and put on
oxygen.

The hospital has diverted
some patients to St. Charles
Redmond, which in turn is
sending some of its patients
to hospitals in Madras and

Prineville.

“Oftentimes we'll transfer
patients to Portland when we
lack capacity, and the Port-
land hospitals are all full too.
There’s up to a three-day wait
to get a bed,” Brenholdt said.
“We have even tried to get
patients to Boise, and they're
full too.”

Reed said the flu is also
putting pressure on emer-
gency medical services. The
Bend Fire Department, which
typically handles about 25
calls a day, responded to 50
calls Monday.

“There were multiple
occasions where all of the
five active ambulances were
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Dr. Doug Lowery-North works with a patient in a hallway of the St. Charles Bend
emergency room Wednesday.

on calls or at the ER,” Reed
said. “There was one point
where all five were at the ER
unloading patients, and we're
still taking dispatch calls.”

Sisters Fire and Rescue has
helped alleviate the crunch,
taking additional calls and
transporting patients to
Redmond.

The solution to the hospi-
tal’s capacity woes lies tan-
talizingly close. St. Charles
is scheduled to open its new
tower on May 19, adding a 24-
bed intensive care unit and a
28-bed step-down unit — for
patients in between intensive
care and a traditional hospi-
tal room.
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Oregon trials
led to approval
of breast cancer
treatment

By Kale Williams
The Oregonian

Eva Joseph first found out she had breast cancer
in 2002. She underwent chemotherapy, had radiation
treatments and a mastectomy, and the side effects were
brutal. She lost her hair and gained weight from the
steroids included in her treatment.

After all that, however, she was declared cancer-free.

Then, in 2014, the now 72-year-old West Linn resi-
dent began having difficulty breathing. The cancer had
returned, this time in her lungs and sternum.

But this time her treatment options were different.

Joseph was accepted into a clinical trial at Provi-
dence for a new immunotherapy drug that has proved
effective in treating her deadly type of breast cancer.
Now, the general public will have access to the drugin a
major development for treating end-stage breast cancer.

It’s an exciting breakthrough, said Alison Conlin, a
medical oncologist at the Providence Cancer Institute,
where some of the trials took place.

“Immunotherapy is finally an option for people with
breast cancer;” Conlin said. “It’s less toxic and there are
less side effects.”

The Food and Drug Administration last week gave
early approval to the drug to be used in breast cancer
treatment for the general public.

The drug will be used for people with stage four, triple
negative breast cancer, Conlin said, one of the deadliest
types. Those diagnosed with that type of cancer are usu-
ally given about 18 months to live, but with the new im-
munotherapy, Conlin said, some patients were living for
two years with a dramatically improved quality of life.
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Oregon’s efforts to prevent opioid
overdoses have reached a diffi-
cult impasse: what to do with the
chronic pain patients who are on
high doses of opioids now consid-
ered unsafe.

While some experts are warning
about the potential harms of forc-
ing stable pain patients off opioids,
others insist reductions will benefit
patients whether they want to
make the change or not.

The divergence of opinion was
on full display this week at the
first meeting of a state task force
convened to develop guidelines
for tapering opioid use. It is the
key issue to be resolved when a
state commission met Thursday to
consider new chronic pain coverage
rules for the Oregon Health Plan.

“I think the potential harms as-
sociated with opioids have become
clear;” said Dr. Dana Hargunani,
chief medical officer for the Oregon
Health Authority. “Harms shown
by the evidence about tapering are
less clear”

Both national and state pre-
scribing guidelines urge judi-
cious prescribing of opioid pain
medication, generally limiting
doses to less than 90 mg of a

morphine-equivalent dose. But
guidelines provide little guidance
about whether patients above that
threshold should be tapered.

In their opening remarks, many
of the members of the tapering task
force used terms like “compassion-
ate” or “patient-centered” to express
their preference that the guideline
be implemented with flexibility,
rather than in a draconian, one-
size-fits-all manner.

Dr. Arian Nachat, a palliative
care physician with Legacy Health,
spoke about patients who sought
out assisted suicide after being cut
off of their opioids cold turkey.

“T hear this story happening
more and more,” she said. “We can’t
force people off opioids.”

But other members of the task
force questioned whether the
distinction between forced and
unforced tapers was real.

“I can’t tell you whether the
tapers I do in my practice are
voluntary or involuntary,” said Dr.
Roger Chou, a professor of medi-
cine at Oregon Health & Science
University and director of the
Pacific Northwest Evidence-based
Practice Center.

The majority of the time, patients
don’t want to be tapered, he said.

“I explain why I think that’s im-

portant, that it’s a safety issue, and
I guide them through the process. I
try to be empathetic, but they don’t
want to taper,” Chou said. “Is that
voluntary or involuntary?”

Other members of the task force
agreed, and said that if tapers
were strictly voluntary, only about
25 percent of patients would ever
be tapered. Chou also questioned
whether the task force should use
the terms patient-centered or com-
passionate.

“Compassionate sounds good but
it’s a loaded term. At least in the
discussion going on right now, it’s
often meant to mean not taper-
ing,” he said. “I don’t think there’s
anything compassionate about
leaving people on drugs that could
potentially harm them.”

The task force plans to develop
guidelines by the fall that any pro-
vider in the state could use in help-

ing patients reduce their opioid use.

While other health care organiza-
tions may endorse those guidelines,
they will remain voluntary.
Thursday’s vote by the Health
Evidence Review Commission
on Medicaid coverage for certain
chronic pain conditions, however,
has a more direct impact on pa-
tients. The commission is consider-
ing a proposal to add coverage of

five chronic pain conditions that
previously had not been covered.
The proposal would allow patients
with those conditions to receive
alternative services, such as acu-
puncture, yoga or physical therapy,
in addition to opioid and non-opioid
treatments.

An earlier version of the proposal
would have required patients with
those conditions to taper off opioids
within a year. After significant
public outery and input from pain
experts, the proposal was revised
to allow at least some chronic pain
patients to remain on opioids long
term.

The revised proposal would still
require patients with fibromyalgia
or lower back pain, as well chronic
pain patients who fail to meet the
criteria for ongoing opioids, to be
tapered off opioids altogether.

The proposed coverage change
has garnered significant national
attention. Chronic pain patients
and pain experts from across the
country fear it could set a prec-
edent for other public and private
health plans to force people off
opioids.

More than 100 of the nation’s
leading experts on pain and ad-
diction medicine signed on to a
letter penned by Dr. Sean Mackey,

chief of pain medicine at Stanford
University, urging the commission
to put aside the proposal until more
evidence was available.

“These requirements still man-
date non-consensual forced taper-
ing, which can cause grave destabi-
lization to stable patients, without
evidence of benefit,” Mackey wrote.

The letter said there were at
least four comprehensive studies of
opioid tapering that should be com-
pleted within the year and would
provide a better understanding of
the consequences of opioid tapers.

“We fear the HERC’s proposal is,
in essence, a large-scale experiment
on medically, psychologically and
economically vulnerable Orego-
nians, at a moment when Oregon
has already seen a significant
reduction in opioid prescribing and
prescription opioid-related deaths,”
Mackey wrote. “The evidence sup-
ports that this proposal represents
an alarming step backward in the
delivery of patient-centered pain
care for the state of Oregon.”

If the proposal is approved, the
changes would go into effect in
2020. If the commission is not will-
ing to proceed, it could table consid-
eration, delaying implementation
until 2022 at the earliest.
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