City workers get medical information in a flash
by Meg Fraser
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PARTNERS IN HEALTH: Mayor Scott Avedisian discusses the benefits of the ER Card service with the service’s co-owner Maria Gil, who wears her medical information in a flash drive around her wrist.
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IN CASE OF EMERGENCY: Lt. Tom Bradley of the Warwick Fire Department stands outside a rescue vehicle during a demonstration of the ER Card electronic medical record system works. Bradley said he thinks the program will be a positive step for the city.
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City Wellness Nurse Pat Seltzer, RN, is about to see her workload multiply, thanks to Mayor Scott Avedisian. A new partnership he created for city employees means double duty for Seltzer, but she says she’s prepared. 

“I’m always ready. Bring it on,” she said. 

The challenge ahead will be the result of a pilot program that Avedisian and Seltzer say will improve the health of city workers. 

A $75,000 grant from The Rhode Island Foundation has enabled city employees and their immediate family members to enroll in the ER Card program, an electronic personal health care record, free of charge. There are more than 10,000 Rhode Islanders who use the service and more than 100 city employees have signed up in the last two weeks alone. 

Founded in 1999, ER Card asks users to fill out an extensive medical background form that includes everything from past surgical procedures and medical history to allergies and medications they are taking. The user is given their personal ER Card. Emergency medical personnel can access medical information by entering the name or number of the cardholder. An updated ER Card has a flash drive built in. 

At a press conference Tuesday, company co-owner Maria Gil wore her own ER Card on a flash drive bracelet that looked much like the rubber “Livestrong” bracelet designed for Lance Armstrong. By having medical information available, emergency personnel can focus on treating the patient rather than run down a list of medical questions.

“The worse case situation is a person is unconscious and the person can’t tell you what’s wrong,” said Lt. Tom Bradley of the Warwick Fire Department. “It makes it a lot easier and it gives us an idea of their medical history.” Bradley said he hasn’t encountered the ER Cards much but he feels it will become an important aspect of emergency care. 

“The potential is there,” he said. 

Avedisian said he was particularly impressed with the details that can be added to the records. 

“If we’ve [Warwick Rescue] been to a house three or four times and we know that the wife is a member and we also know that the husband is housebound, we can code in there that we need to figure out where the husband is,” Avedisian explained. 

ER Card even allows for an aggressive dog, or if the individual has a fear of law enforcement. 

“All of that is very helpful,” the mayor said. 

He said he is also impressed with how personal the company has made the service. The company follows up on hospital visits with a phone call to users. In addition, when ER Card administrators find a potential conflict in a user’s medical information – for example when they see prescriptions that could interact negatively – they inform the individual right away. They do this with the support of the University of Rhode Island College of Pharmacy. 

The city first became aware of ER Card five years ago, when the company recruited the elderly and disabled in the area. They worked with the Trudeau Center to get clients enrolled. Laptops in emergency vehicles were equipped with the software needed to read the cards. Once the patient arrives at the hospital, caregivers can access the medical information through an 800 number, but some hospitals have technology on their computers to make the process easier. Landmark Medical Center, Kent Hospital and Memorial Hospital have signed onto the program. Based on feedback from Warwick residents, Seltzer said the response from the initiative has all been positive. 

“I’ve never had any complaints. It’s pretty well received,” said Seltzer.

Avedisian, having ridden with emergency personnel in the past, knew that having up-to-date medical information is crucial when making decisions. 

The health and safety of his employees has been a priority for Avedisian. About seven years ago, he implemented a citywide protocol where city employees get four hours of paid leave to schedule cancer screenings. He has found that it can also be cost efficient in the long run. He says the same of the ER Card. 

“One case of early detection can pay for that leave,” he said. “A healthy workforce is not only a happy workforce but also a workforce that saves money,” he said. 

City enrollment for the year is covered with the Foundation Grant. After that, funding is uncertain.

“Without the Rhode Island Foundation’s support of this project we would not be here today,” Avedisian said, he is confident that health insurers will be willing to foot the bill in the future. “I’m hoping they’ll see there’s a real value to it.” 

The ER Card costs $96 a year, or $8 a month. For families, the cost is reduced to $6 per participant. Gil said she has targeted assisted living facilities and corporations, but the program is right for universities. Salve Regina University requires all its study abroad students to enroll. She said Warwick was a pioneer in health technology. 

“We are thrilled that Warwick will become the first Rhode Island municipality to utilize this technology,” Gil said. “It is our hope that other municipalities will take advantage of this cost-saving technology.” 

In addition to improved health care, Avedisian is excited about the potential to develop health and wellness programs. 

“The whole goal is to get our employees to think about health issues. If you get people to change their attitudes about health care, that’s a huge, huge win for us,” he said. 

Seltzer said getting people over the fear of changing their approach to health care could be a battle in of itself. She looks forward to programs that meet the needs of city employees. She identified common issues among her municipal workers and said she’ll get to work on those issues at the source when the ER Card is implemented. 

“I think it will really be able to get the wheels turning on hypertension, stress management, diabetes – I think those are the big areas,” she said. “I think it’ll help us focus.” 
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