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An open letter to Mr. Winters and Mr.
Urban of Gibbins Advisors:

We are writing with deep concern re-
garding the state of Mission Hospital
Systems since the purchase by Hospital
Corporation of America (HCA) last year.
We hope this description of concerns
will prove helpful to you in your work as
the independent monitor. We also hope
this letter serves as an invitation for a
meeting with HCA and community
leaders to address these issues.

Concerns have been pouring in from
distressed patients, practitioners and
HCA employees to the offices of the At-
torney General, Western Carolina Med-
ical Society, Western North Carolina
Health Equity Coalition, NC legislators
and members of Asheville City Council.
Some of these concerns – such as cuts
to employee benefits, closing the wheel-
chair and seating clinic, and closing sat-
ellite rehab clinics – we do not address
here, but we recognize add to the grow-
ing dissatisfaction of Mission employ-
ees and patients. Our focus here is on
HCA’s charity care policy, patient safety,
and physician disenfranchisement.

Charity Care

HCA made a wide variety of forward-
looking promises during the sale negoti-
ations, including a more expansive
charity care policy. Unfortunately, the
implementation of this policy has fallen
well short of this promise. The main
concerns are the following:

1. A lack of transparency about and
public availability of the policy. The full,
written policy is not available to com-
munity providers and the public. 

2. A change in the conditions covered

by the policy for those under 200% of
the Federal Poverty Level from non-
emergent to only emergent conditions.
The policy is not clear about what con-
stitutes an emergent condition and the
CMO has indicated this will be decided
on a case by case basis. We understand
anecdotally that the policy’s focus on
emergent care is causing patients to
seek care in the Emergency Department
(ED) rather than less expensive care
earlier that could keep them out of the
ED.

3. A change so the policy is only retro-
active. The previous Mission policy al-
lowed patients to be approved in ad-
vance for up to a year of care. The cur-
rent policy does not allow for such pre-
approval and is only retroactive, mean-
ing patients know whether their
services are covered only after they re-
ceive them. This has resulted in patients
being billed for services that they
thought would be covered and now can-
not afford. Some of these patients are
now the target of collection agencies.

Patient Safety

With HCA heavily focused on the bot-
tom line, there have been numerous, ag-
gressive staff cuts over the past year,
putting patient safety at risk. Certified
Nurse Assistants and unit secretaries
have been cut dramatically or eliminat-
ed altogether, putting new pressure on
nurses. Patient to nursing staff ratios
have also increased and some depart-
ments have seen an exodus of nurses,
further stressing the remaining nurses.

Anecdotal accounts abound from
Mission physicians and nurses on how
these cutbacks have affected patient

care, and there is at least one document-
ed example that resulted in the death of
a patient in the ED. In the attached let-
ter, a Mission employee states, “Due to a
mass exodus of nursing staff, each indi-
vidual remaining nurse has been forced
to take care of more patients at a given
time, way more that in any way is con-
sidered safe for the patients.”

Patient satisfaction scores have
dropped and staff morale is poor. This
same letter also notes that “At Mission
Hospital, emergency room nurses can
be seen weeping in the hallways, stress
levels at their max.” Medical staff who
are this stressed simply cannot provide
the level of patient care we have experi-
enced in the past – and that we expect –
at Mission Hospital.

Physician Disenfranchisement

Numerous offices and physicians
have contracts with Mission Hospital
Systems that pre-date the sale. HCA has
aggressively pursued contract re-nego-
tiations with multiple physician prac-
tices, resulting in unfortunate out-
comes. Due to HCA’s insistence on sig-
nificant cuts in physician pay, PML Pa-
thology and the Cancer Center of
Western North Carolina, both of which
have long had contractual relationships
with Mission, have ended their con-
tracts with Mission/HCA.

A similar dynamic is at work in nego-
tiations with Asheville Hospitalists
Group (AHG), a group of 50 hospitalists
that represent the backbone of inpa-
tient physician staff at Mission. As a re-
sult of HCA’s unbending demands, six
hospitalists have announced their res-
ignations and at least five more are ex-

pected to turn in their resignations
shortly. Two inpatient neurologists are
known to be resigning as well.

Conclusion

During the negotiations and public
discussions leading up to the sale, Mis-
sion officials were repeatedly asked, “If
MIssion is losing money, how will HCA
make money by purchasing Mission?”
The only answer we ever received was
that HCA would make money through
more efficient purchasing power and
staff reductions in redundant back of-
fice, administrative positions. It is clear
now that this was a lie. Instead, HCA has
chosen to make its money by reducing
charity care, eliminating medical and
unit administrative staff to the detri-
ment of patient care and safety, and
sacrificing entire physician practice
groups with long-standing contractual
relationships by demanding significant
reductions in pay,

That wasn’t the deal we were told
about and it wasn’t the deal we made as
a community. These outcomes – re-
duced care for low income patients, in-
creased patient risk, and dismissing im-
portant practice groups that have pro-
vided outstanding service to Mission –
are simply unacceptable and must be
corrected.

Signed, 
Senator Terry Van Duyn 
Rep. John Ager 
Rep. Susan Fisher 
Rep. Brian Turner 
Buncombe County Commission

Chair Brownie Newman
and Asheville Mayor Esther Man-

heimer

Concerns over HCA’s management run deep 

September 2017 was a historic month
in North Carolina politics—a month that
marked an unprecedented change in
voter behavior, one that shifted how
politicians run campaigns, and one that
might even portend a new era in politi-
cal parties. Despite the importance of
what occurred, the Democratic and Re-
publican parties didn’t send out a press
release marking the occasion. The gov-
ernor didn’t make a public proclamation
and the state’s major newspapers were
silent on the issue. For those reasons,
North Carolinians can be forgiven if
they were unaware that anything had
happened at all. But looking back, pun-
dits, political practitioners and candi-
dates themselves should have been
ringing alarm bells. 

September 2017 was the month when
the number of North Carolinians regis-
tered as “unaffiliated” voters surpassed
the number of North Carolinians who
were registered as Republicans, making
unaffiliated second only to Democrats

in voter registration in North Carolina.
And this trend shows no signs of slow-
ing down. In fact, in every year since
2014, the plurality of new voters in
North Carolina are registering as unaffil-
iated. If the current trends continue, it
won’t be long before unaffiliated crests
Democrat to become the largest group
of registered voters in North Carolina.

Not only does Western North Caroli-
na not challenge this trend, it illustrates
it more than any other region in our
state. Taken as a whole, Western North
Carolina has more people who are regis-
tered as unaffiliated than any other re-
gion in the country. In fact, Nine of the
sixteen counties in the state where un-
affiliated is the largest category of regis-
tered voters are in Western North Caro-
lina, including Buncombe, Haywood
Henderson, Jackson, Madison, Polk,
Transylvania and Watauga counties.
And just last month, Swain County
joined this list of counties where more
people are registered unaffiliated than
are registered from either of the two ma-
jor parties.

While most of these unaffiliated vot-
ers are either people who are registering
to vote for the first time or people who
have recently moved to the state, some

are “party switchers.” Of the roughly
one million people who have switched
parties in North Carolina over the last
decade, the plurality have moved from
one of the two major parties to unaffili-
ated. Once again, this trend is most pro-
nounced in the western counties, where
more than half of all party switchers
over the last decade have moved from
one of the two major parties to “unaffili-
ated.”

So, who are these unaffiliated voters?
An analysis of the North Carolina voter
file tells us that unaffiliated voters are
younger than members of the two major
parties. They are more racially diverse
than the Republican Party, although less
diverse than the Democratic Party. They
are also less likely to be from North Car-
olina or from the South than are mem-
bers of the Democratic or Republican
parties. In sum, they represent a new
breed of North Carolina voter.

It is fashionable to dismiss these un-
affiliated voters as “shadow partisans”
or citizens who have political preferenc-
es, but simply don’t want to share them
with the world. And while there is some
truth to this (most unaffiliated voters
stick with one party’s primary), there is
still something unique and important

about unaffiliated voters. Precisely be-
cause they are not registered as a mem-
ber of one of the two major parties, they
are less likely to be contacted by the par-
ties and reminded to vote. And perhaps
more importantly, unaffiliated voters
are less likely to run for office than are
members who are closely tied to one of
the two major parties. Given that candi-
dates are the lifeblood of not just politi-
cal parties, but of American democracy,
this suggests that not only is the trend
away from party registration something
to pay attention to, but also perhaps
something that should sound alarm
bells for people concerned with Amer-
ican democracy. 

In a time where the Republican and
Democratic parties seem to have little in
common, the slow erosion of party reg-
istration in North Carolina should pro-
vide one talking point upon which they
can both agree. 

Christopher Cooper is Robert Lee
Madison distinguished professor and
head of the Department of Political Sci-
ence and Public Affairs at Western Caro-
lina University. This is the fifth in a se-
ries of monthly columns that will run
through the 2020 election.
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The laudable movement to plant a
trillion trees worldwide by 2050 is afoot.
The ecological and human benefits de-
rived from trees are numerous – they
prevent soil erosion, store water, pro-
vide habitat and shade, sequester car-
bon, reduce human stress, and provide
numerous resources, such as lumber
and food. The campaign seems to be
gathering steam in the U.S. – consider
the support from President Trump, as
announced in his State of the Union Ad-
dress, and the endorsement by many
House Republicans, led by Minority
Leader Kevin McCarthy. Add to that the
strong backing of global organizations
such as the Wildlife Conservation Soci-
ety and the World Wildlife Federation,
and we may be witnessing the genesis
of a landmark environmental move-
ment. But planting trees alone won’t
solve climate change; in fact, planting a
trillion trees would have very little effect
on global temperatures.

An incredible new tool for assessing
the impact of various climate change
policies was recently released by Cli-
mate Interactive, the Asheville-based
non-profit based out of The Collider.

EN-ROADS, the systems dynamics soft-
ware (readily available online to anyone,
free of charge) developed by Climate In-
teractive, Ventana Systems and MIT
Sloan, allows users to move policy slid-
ers to observe what happens if we, for
example, develop new policies to sig-
nificantly subsidize renewable energy,
promote nuclear power, impose perfor-
mance standards for enhanced energy
efficiency of buildings, etc. The soft-
ware predicts that “business-as-usual”
will result in an alarming 7.3 degrees
Fahrenheit (4.1 degrees Celsius) in-
crease in global surface temperatures
(compared to late 1800s) by 2100, with
temperatures climbing steadily through
the end of the century. (We are already
at nearly +2.2 F/+1.2 C.) If we were to
plant 1.7 billion acres of trees (an area
the size of 2.3 Indias–the subconti-
nent!), EN-ROADS predicts that we’d
still end up at +7.2 F/+4.0 C. Basically,
little effect on climate change.

So which policy levers would make a
big difference? How about heavily sub-
sidizing renewable energy, an idea em-
braced by many well-meaning people?
EN-ROADS shows only a slightly better
result: +6.9 F/+3.9 C. Sucking CO2 out of
the air and permanently storing it? We
still see +6.6 F/+3.7 C. Working through
the various policy levers, one discovers
no silver bullet for solving climate
change. However, one policy shows far

and away the best result as a stand-
alone instrument: pricing carbon pollu-
tion.

For over a decade, Citizens’ Climate
Lobby has worked to promote such a
policy and, thankfully, the policy idea
now takes the form of a bill in the U.S.
House of Representatives. HR 763, the
Energy Innovation and Carbon Divi-
dend Act, would charge a fee for the car-
bon content of fossil fuels at their point
of entry into the U.S. economy, and re-
turn all net revenues to U.S. households
on a monthly basis. The U.S. is just one
emitter of greenhouse gas pollution, of
course, but we are a big one. Recent
studies show that the world’s largest 15
economies – almost all of them U.S.
trading partners – emit nearly three
quarters of all carbon pollution. If a
world-wide fee on carbon pollution
were instituted, one that HR 763 helps
encourage with a border adjustment
provision that requires all fuels and car-
bon-intensive goods to stem from a
country with a comparable fee on car-
bon pollution (otherwise, the product is
assessed the fee), we would see the big-
gest impact, according to EN-ROADS.
The model predicts increases of 5.3
F/2.9 C with HR 763 alone – still alarm-
ing, but far better than with any other
standalone policy.

If we start now on serious efforts to
combat climate change with a robust,

revenue-neutral fee on carbon pollu-
tion, as outlined in HR 763, and add to
that policies such as increasing trans-
portation and building efficiencies, and
removing carbon from the atmosphere
(including planting trees, yes, but also
through advanced technologies), it is
possible that we can limit global surface
temperature increases to 3.6 F/2.0 C,
the absolute upper limit suggested by
most climate scientists.

We can help provide a stable climate
for current and future generations, but
only if we act now, and act boldly. Plant-
ing trees will lead to numerous ecologi-
cal and human benefits, but will provide
little relief in terms of climate change.
We have to reduce our dependence on
dirty fossil fuels and transition to clean
energy sources, and the most economi-
cal and effective way to do this is to price
carbon pollution. We can all start at
home by writing to or calling our U.S.
Representatives (Mark Meadows and
Patrick McHenry) and Senators (Rich-
ard Burr and Thom Tillis), asking them
to support HR 763. Act like your liveli-
hood depends on it, because it does.

Michael Hill, Ph.D., teaches mathe-
matics and environmental science at
Asheville School, and is a volunteer Con-
gressional liaison with the nonpartisan
Citizens’ Climate Lobby.
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