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Mercy marks a first

C.R. hospital launches open heart surgery program

By Michaela Ramm, The Gazette =

CEDAR RAPIDS —
About a year after re-
ceiving state approval
for a cardiovascular
surgical program, Mercy
Medical Center success-
fully performed its first
open heart surgery this
month.

The surgical team —
led by Dr. C.C. Lee, the
hospital’s medical direc-
tor of cardiac, thoracic
and vascular surgery
services — performed a
triple coronary artery
bypass grafting
Nov. 1.

The sur-
gery was
meant to
improve
blood flow
to the heart
for the pa-
tient, John
Fritz, 66, of
Marion.

“He had
blockages in his coro-
nary arteries,” Lee said.
“If he didn’t have them
(the grafts), he was at
risk of having a heart
attack.”

As of last week, Mer-
cy’s surgical team since
has performed three
open heart surgeries at
the hospital.

Last November,
Mercy officials obtained
a certificate of need from
the State Health Facili-
ties Council, part of the
Towa Department of Pub-
lic Health, to start the
surgical program. Hos-
pitals and other medical
providers are required
to go through the review
process for new services
and medical equipment
costing more than
$1.5 million.

Lee said Mercy’s new
program allows for the
hospital to repair its
fragmented continuum
of care.

Before the surgical
program began, a pa-
tient coming to Mercy
for heart issues could be
seen by cardiologists and
have heart catheteriza-
tion procedures but then
would have to be trans-
ferred to other hospitals,
such as at UnityPoint-St.

Dr. C.C. Lee
Mercy Medical
Center
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Mercy Medical Center

John Fritz, 66, of Marion, walks down the hall of Mercy Medical
Center with the help of nurses following his Nov. 1 open heart
surgery at Mercy. Fritz was the first patient to have the procedure

done in Mercy’s new cardiovascular surgical program.

Luke’s Hospital in Cedar
Rapids, for open heart
surgeries.

Officials say the hos-
pital had to transfer 150
patients a year, on aver-
age, to other facilities.

“It’s going to be good
for the consumer,” Lee
said. “They can now
have another facility
they can choose if they
want to have their heart
surgeries here.”

MOVE OPPOSED

There was pushback
during the certificate-of-
need process when St.
Luke’s and other hospi-
tals argued Eastern Iowa
heart surgical needs al-
ready were being met.

In its opposition let-
ter when Mercy first
went before the State
Health Facilities Council
in June 2016, St. Luke’s
pointed to a section of

Iowa code that requires
anew cardiovascular
surgical program to
perform at least 200 sur-
geries a year. Therefore,
those 150 cases trans-
ferred from Mercy were
not enough to establish
a program, the hospital’s
officials argued.

According to Iowa
Hospital Association
data, St. Luke’s per-
formed 328 open heart
surgeries in 2015.

While hospitals and
providers might see a
market for a service that
would improve the hos-
pital financially, the goal
of the certificate-of-need
process is to fill commu-
nity needs.

TEAM TRAINING

Lee, who was brought
on in June to build the
Mercy program, recruit-
ed staff from within the

hospital, and the team
conducted training and
mock surgeries in the
following months. Mercy
intensive care unit nurs-
es and operating room
staff also received train-
ing at Mercy Medical
Center in Des Moines.

The team was ready
by the time Fritz was ad-
mitted to the hospital a
week before the surgery
for his symptoms.

Fritz said the surgery
probably saved his life.

With “men, if you
don’t have any big symp-
toms, you don’t think
there’s anything wrong
until you mention it to
someone,” Fritz said. “I
had been doing work the

| week before I probably

shouldn’t be doing.”
Fritz was discharged
Nov. 5 and is recovering
at home.
Although growing
pains are part of estab-
lishing a new program,

| Lee said after this first

successful surgery,
Mercy’s cardiovascular
surgical program shows
promise going forward.

“My vision is to cre-
ate a program that’s
more than just a com-
munity program,” Lee
said. “I want to create a
tertiary-type program
where we can compete
with the University (of
Iowa), Mayo Clinic, Des
Moines, so that patients
don’t have to travel to
other facilities to have
surgeries when it can be
done right here in Cedar
Rapids.”
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