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Norton Healthcare Inc. is pledging to spend an additional $100 million in the next five years to increase its clinical cancer care program. The company also is renaming its Norton Cancer Care program to Norton Cancer Institute, officials announced Thursday. 

As part of the effort, the company will provide more prevention and support services across the community. 

Last year, Norton spent about $54 million on cancer-related programs and services, according to figures provided by Norton. The $100 million in investments will be in addition to the company's current operating costs for cancer care, according to Stephen A. Williams, president and CEO of Norton. 

Williams said the decision to form the institute resulted from the organization's ongoing strategic-planning process. 

Officials determined that the area's high cancer rates represented both an opportunity for growth and a need in the community for additional cancer treatment programs, according to Russell F. Cox, executive vice president and chief operating officer of Norton. 

Plans include more education, outreach 

The investment will include expanding resources not only to diagnose and treat more cancer patients but also to provide education across the community about early detection and prevention -- services that in many cases do not generate revenue. 

"There is no greater need out there than in this area," Williams said. "We believe we have the responsibility as a leader in cancer care to really take on this subject and really direct some resources at it." 

Cox noted that the majority of the investment will not be used for new buildings or equipment. Primarily, the money will be used to expand services by hiring additional staff who will work with cancer patients in existing facilities and small outreach clinics and by investing in programs that help Norton reach cancer patients outside its hospitals who are in the early stages of the disease. 

Norton officials have not identified the amounts of all investments that will be made as a result of the new commitment, but they said the organization will provide funding and increase staffing as they add services. 

Examples of planned investments are: 

· Increasing the company's spending on unreimbursed support services to $3 million from $1 million; 

· Spending up to $1 million for a mobile screening van that will visit areas of the community with the highest rates of cancer; 

· Spending more than $2 million for the system's second positron emission tomography (PET) scanner, which is used to diagnose and treat cancer. 

Norton also will hire at least 12 additional physicians for its 17-doctor Louisville Oncology practice and 100 clinical staff. The new staff will include nurse practitioners to provide cancer care at new locations in the community and workers in other cancer specialties such as genetic counseling and various therapies, Cox said. 

Of those 100 employees, about 50 will be added within six months, according to Dan Scott, vice president of the new cancer institute. Currently, Norton's cancer programs employ about 200 staff members across the community, Scott said. 

Cancer real problem for Kentucky 

Both Cox and Williams said the effort is especially important given Kentucky's atrocious cancer statistics. 

The state's incidence of cancer and cancer deaths is above the national average for nearly every form of the disease, according to information from the American Cancer Society and the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 

The state also has the highest number of cancer deaths per 100,000 residents in the country and the highest incidence of lung cancer, according to the CDC. 

Dr. Sandra E. Brooks, a gynecological oncologist, was recruited by Norton in late October to serve as director of the Norton Cancer Prevention Program. 

She said she believes Norton can help improve some of those statistics through the education, outreach and early detection program, which is part of Norton's expanded cancer initiative. 

Already, the company has created a program to target patients throughout the company's health care system who should be screened for colon cancer, and officials are looking for ways to identify patients who need screening for other types of cancer. 

Also as part of that initiative, Norton has applied for a $1.6 million grant from the National Cancer Institute. The grant would provide funding to help the hospital system establish a nationally recognized Community Cancer Centers Program and allow Norton doctors to participate in clinical studies. 

