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Norton Healthcare Inc. has committed to invest as much as $100 million during the next 10 years to expand services related to neurological disorders and conditions.

With the creation of the Norton Neuroscience Institute, the health care provider plans to expand diagnostic and treatment services, research efforts and outreach into other portions of the state.

Norton currently offers neuroscience services at several of its facilities through the Norton Leatherman Spine Center and the Neurological Institute of Kentucky, a Louisville neurosurgery practice that also serves other area hospitals.

No new buildings are planned for the initiative, but Norton officials said they plan to expand neuroscience capabilities at existing facilities, particularly with the addition of new equipment.

The new institute will be based primarily at Norton Hospital and Kosair Children’s Hospital, said Gregg Davis, vice president of Norton’s Ortho/Neuro/Spine services.

A goal of the institute, officials said, is to fill gaps in neuroscience coverage in the community by attracting neurosurgeons from other areas and adding new technology.

Funding for the institute will come from Norton Healthcare operating funds and private philanthropy, said Steve Menaugh, vice president of public relations and communications for Norton.

The program will be similar to a $100 million initiative that Norton launched in 2007 to expand cancer care.

The company has spent $29 million on the effort so far, said Bob Shaw, president of Norton Cancer Institute, in an e-mail. It plans to spend another $9.7 million this year.

Norton plans to staff the institute with a group of eight physicians from the Neurological Institute of Kentucky, or NIKY, who would become Norton employees.

The plan calls for Dr. Christopher B. Shields of NIKY to coordinate the institute’s academic and research efforts with the University of Louisville. Another NIKY physician, Dr. Steven J. Reiss, will lead program development.

U of L says physicians in violation of contract

The doctors with NIKY also make up the clinical faculty at the University of Louisville’s Department of Neurological Surgery. And officials with U of L claim the doctors have violated their contracts with the university by signing employment contracts with Norton.

Dr. Edward Halperin, dean of U of L’s School of Medicine, could not be reached for comment. But Ellen de Graffenreid, director of communications and marketing for U of L’s Health Sciences Center, said full-time faculty members are permitted to practice medicine only at entities approved by the medical school.

“At this time, Norton Healthcare is not one of those approved practice entities,” she said.

Shields said he believed that NIKY’s relationship with U of L would be unaffected by the deal with Norton and that U of L has allowed for similar arrangements in the past.

He noted that NIKY is a private practice whose physicians also serve as U of L faculty members. “So any relationship that we have with Norton Healthcare is through our private practice entity,” he said.

The doctors still are employed by U of L and remain on the university’s payroll, de Graffenreid said. The physicians’ contracts with Norton are scheduled to take effect March 1.

De Graffenreid said U of L hopes to resolve the matter by then.

University officials hope to reach an agreement with NIKY that would allow the group to work with both U of L and Norton, she said, but she declined to offer specifics about what form the arrangement might take.

Norton has a “great respect” for Halperin and U of L’s School of Medicine, said Norton president and CEO Stephen A. Williams, and he is “hopeful” that the two entities can work together through the newly formed institute.

But if the dispute cannot be resolved, Williams said, Norton will seek another educational institution to carry out the academic agenda of the Norton Neuroscience Institute.

Five more neurosurgeons have signed with Norton

In recent years, more than a dozen Louisville neurosurgeons have either retired or left the city, Davis said.

Dr. James Bean, president of the American Association of Neurological Surgeons and a physician with Neurosurgical Associates, a Lexington, Ky.-based neurosurgery practice, said the demand for neurosurgeons nationally is outpacing the supply.

Currently, about 180 neurosurgeons enter the work force annually, he said, up from about 150 two decades ago.

But because of technological advances and increasing specialization among neurosurgeons, demand also has risen.

Recruiting agencies are unable to fill requests for the highly sought surgeons, he said. This is especially true among subspecialties, such as pediatric neurosurgery.

The new institute seeks to reverse the trend by adding to the number of neurosurgeons in Louisville, Davis said.

In addition to the physicians with NIKY, the Norton Neuroscience Institute plans to hire eight more neurosurgeons from across the country during the next 18 months.

The new hires will help Norton and the institute strengthen services in areas such as stroke and vascular neurosurgery and pediatric neurosurgery, Shields said.

Of the eight neurosurgeons Norton plans to hire, five already have signed on. Four of those will relocate to Louisville this summer, and the fifth will arrive in April 2010.

Among the recruits is Dr. Shervin R. Dashti, an endovascular and vascular neurosurgeon who is finishing a fellowship at the Barrow Neurological Institute in Phoenix. Dashti said he had offers from eight programs but chose the Norton institute for a variety of reasons.

A contributing factor, he said, was the opportunity to work alongside colleagues who focus on a variety of subspecialties within the field of neurosurgery.

Dashti believes that because Kentucky has higher rates of obesity and smoking-related illnesses, he can have a greater impact in the state than in some of the other states where he received offers.

“I can help more people where there’s more patients,” he said.

Expanding research

New research initiatives also will be an important part of the new institute, said Shields, who is chairman of U of L’s Department of Neurological Surgery.

Currently, the department faculty’s research includes work at the Kentucky Spinal Cord Injury Research Center at the University of Louisville. Shields is clinical director of the center.

NIKY physicians also conduct research related to brain tumors at U of L facilities.

The creation of the Norton Neuroscience Institute will allow forays into research regarding epilepsy and the surgical treatment of depression, Shields said.

The initiative also provides opportunities to host more clinical trials, Shields said, which will serve as a recruitment tool for new physicians.

Technology upgrades

Technology upgrades will be among the investments Norton will make in the new institute.

A short-term goal, Reiss said, is the purchase of BrainSuite technology developed by Germany-based BrainLAB Inc.
The operating equipment, which costs between $10 million and $12 million, allows less invasive brain surgeries, causing less trauma to the brain, Reiss said.

Future technology investments might include the purchase of equipment to treat epilepsy and perhaps the use of robotics, Shields said.

Williams said the institute will monitor and consider the purchase of diagnostic equipment as technologies evolve. “These are all big-ticket items,” he said.

Outreach will be a priority

The Norton Neuroscience Institute also will focus on outreach into other portions of the region.

Officials hope it will become one of the top referral centers for neuroscience services in the country or beyond.

As part of that vision, the institute plans to establish clinics and relationships with others in the neuroscience arena across the region, Williams said.

The neurosurgeons who are expected to arrive in Louisville later this year will spend their first four to six months on the job traveling to different portions of the state to educate physicians and the public about the new institute, Shields said.

Additional staff, such as nurses, nurse practitioners and diagnostic technicians, will be hired to carry out the outreach efforts and other programs related to the new institute.

Russ Cox, Norton’s chief operating officer, emphasized that employees of the new institute would be trained specifically in neurological disorders, an approach that he said makes care more efficient and improves clinical outcomes.

Williams said a specific number of new employees had not been identified, but he said it would be “fairly significant.”

“We’ll be adding to the work force pretty considerably.”

Neurosurgeons see benefit in working for hospitals

Dr. James Bean, president of the American Association of Neurological Surgeons, said neurosurgeons might opt to accept employment with a hospital rather than go into private practice for a variety of reasons.

One reason, he said, is that a larger hospital system typically can afford a higher starting salary than a private practice. Physicians with private practices often must build their businesses over a period of years, but hospitals can afford to subsidize salaries through revenue from other operations.

Hospitals also have the financial means to cover malpractice insurance, a costly piece of overhead for a private practice.

In Kentucky, malpractice insurance is priced moderately, Bean said, and ranges from $70,000 to $90,000 annually for a single physician. In some states, the insurance can cost $200,000 to $300,000, he added.

Bean said the trend of neurosurgeons signing with hospitals is not growing rapidly across the country, but it is increasing in some areas.

