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From my hometown of Los Angeles, comes the story and tragedy of Edith Isabel Rodriguez, who was seen early May 9th at King-Harbor Hospital for abdominal pain in the ER.  She was viewed by the ER staff as a "complainer" after coming back to the hospital three days in a row for the same problem. The nurse told Isabel that she had already been seen for the problem, given medications, and a doctor's appointment for follow-up.  She was eventually parked in a wheelchair where she fell to the floor in pain.

She stayed there for over 45 minutes as staff worked around her, indifferent to her situation.  A closed circuit camera captured the staff's indifference.  Only one patient checked on her as she continued to lie on the floor.  Her boyfriend tried to get help from the medical staff, police, and even called 911, who declined to send rescuers to the hospital ER.  Eventually, staff alerted the police to the "disturbance" in their waiting room.  The police came and arrested Isabel for a prior warrant, but she died in the police car before being taken to the local jail for booking.

How she died at the County's ER has caused much soul-searching and an investigation by the LA City Council who has recommended the closure of the hospital.  King-Drew has been plagued by chronic staff shortages and numerous citations from state inspectors.  What made this case so horrific is the fact that it was caught on videotape.

Isabel was later found to have died of a ruptured bowel, something that is both painful and fatal if not caught early.  The nurse and the ER supervisor have resigned pending a full investigation.

The safety-net hospital not only needs drastic funding and more nurses, it needs ethical staff that will not allow more Isabel’s to happen.  Nurses and doctors are there to help patients, not ignore them.  This may have been a classic case of provider burnout where we lose our compassion under an avalanche of patients other hospitals won't see because they usually lack health insurance.  It is time to have one single standard of care and one single standard of payment for all patients like Isabel who died needlessly in an over-stressed system.
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