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The need for County H~spital 

Cook County Commissioner Joseph 

Tecson (R., . Riverside] has given the 
clearest expression yet to whnt some 
others have whispered for some time 
that it might be a good idea to clcse 
Cook County Hospital. This is not an 

Idea whose time has yet comtl. On Dec. 
6 the Cook County commissioners voted 
14 to 1 to spend a further $5.1 million on 
renovation of County Hospital, primarily 
to improve safeguards against fire. Only 
weeks ago, the board a1!9roved $10 mil· 
lion to bnpro\'e-Wnoapttal'a electrical 
system. · 

But now la a sood time to comlder 
whether or not the eventual shutdown of 
Coalt)' Hoepltal should be cootemplated. 

Proponents of closing County contend 
that private hospitals can do wli.at Coun: 
ty does and do it at less expense. A 
report prepared by the County Hospital 
Advisory Committee last year [the Stro
g« .report] suppcrted .that positkm. But 
does the evidence warrant any such 
conclusion! 

In higher educat.ion, conventional wis
dom is that the public and private sec
tors are complementary, that society 
needs both. Health care has its paral
lels. But in health care it ls the private 
sector that endangers the survival of the 
public, rather than vice versa as in 
higher education. Society needs both. 

Thanks largely to the growth of third
party parments from Med.k.'Aid and Med
icare, the f<lnnerly sh8Jll line between 
the conatituencies of private and public 
~itals bas been blurred. That is a 
welcome sign of progress. It wa.s a 
scandal that not long ago many indigent 
patients had to be transported to a pub
lic hospital before they ~uld receive 
urgently needed attention. Hut even now 
ia it true that private hospitals are both 
willing and able to serve the addicts, 
the maloouri.ljhed, the wounded who usu
ally tum to County? Many a patient, 
when asked why he came to Cowity, has 
said be thought he might as well come 
in the first place, as on otbel- OCCBSions 
he had been quickly t.rarlflierred there 
from a private hospital nearer his home. 

County H~ital does much OOJides 
care for bed patients. Its out-patient 
work la •ast - about 7'0,00I Vi#fU a .. 

year, while private hospitals are curtail
ing or closing out-patient departments. 
[No other Chicago-area hospital does 
or can - practice economical preven
tive medicine on the scale that Cowity 
does.] County's patients require a high 
level of attention from social workers. 
Are private hospitals read~ to match 
that? 


Only 1.6 per cent of American hospi

tals are large', urban public hospitals. 


·But such hospitals provide the sites ftlr 
20 per cent of the medical education 
done in hospitals. Is there any. private 
hospital or combination of private hoepi
tals that conoetvably would provide an 
alternative to the teaching function of 
County Hospital? No. 

A hospital is a staff as well as a build
ing. Does the medical staff at County 
have an identical twin elsewhere? Do 
other hospital staffs have t~ same will
ingness to work fur fixed salaries, and 
to work with many patients who are 
more than ordinarily di{{icult and 
unpleasant? Do other hospital staffs 
have a comparable commitment to hu
man service, a commitment which It is 
important to encourage somewhere in 
our health care system? 

What about expense? There is some 
firm information available. Patients 
from County's overcrowded obstetrical 
wards have been on occasion referred to · 
other hospitals - at far greater cost to 
the public than would have been iDcur
red al County. Hospital care for people 
wider arrest is a public cbal'ge. Do p-i· 
vate hospitals charge less fur such care 
than the expense at County would be? 
The answers exist, though they were 
recently denied memhers of the League 
of Women Voters studying the subject. 

Before there is further serious talk 
about closing County Hospital, firm evi
dence and close analysis should replace 
the conjectures of tbe St.roger ~
Those best informed on the subject con
fidently expect that evidence and analy
sis support a"1 will support the conclu
sion that there is no equivalent, econom
ical alternative to maintaining Cook 
County Hospital. If that means eventual· 
ly erecting a new building for Cotmty 
Hospital, let it be done . 
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