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Decline in Transplants
Fairfax Inova Hospital began its liver
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"This was a very difficult
decision,” Candice Saunders, a
vice president at Inova Health
Systems, said yesterday
afternoon. It was made after a
review last spring and summer
of all transplant efforts at the
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been looking nationwide at
programs that have struggled
with low transplant volumes or
poor survival rates. But
Saunders said the move was not
triggered by any external pressure. Nor was it related to two unusual
patient deaths earlier this year, one during and one immediately after
liver transplant surgery, she said.
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The program at Inova Fairfax has lagged behind others serving the
Washington region since the late 1990s, when its chief surgeon
resigned and patient referrals dipped significantly.

This year, Inova performed a dozen liver transplants through
November -- down dramatically from the 53 such surgeries it did a
decade ago. In contrast, surgeons at Georgetown University Hospital
transplanted 63 livers through September this year, and their
counterparts at Johns Hopkins Hospital transplanted 53.

The prestige and high profile that come with transplantation often
encourage medical facilities with far lower numbers than those at
Inova Fairfax to keep programs going despite their tremendous
expense. That is an issue at the heart of the government's lengthy
review, which is expected to conclude this month with new volume
and outcome requirements tied to millions of dollars in federal
reimbursement.

Both Georgetown and Johns Hopkins are likely to receive many of

the patients on Inova Fairfax's waiting list, a complex logistical
process that already is underway.
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"They were couriering over some additional medical records today,"
said Lynt Johnson, who heads liver transplantation at Georgetown.
He professed surprise over the Fairfax program's sudden termination,
yet he acknowledged the challenges it faced.

"It becomes very difficult to sustain a program when there's not
sufficient volume to utilize the resources as they should be," Johnson
said.

Potential transplant recipients who transfer to Georgetown will be
able to keep their place on the local waiting list. However, because
of the way the country is organized for organ procurement, those
who decide to go to other facilities could find themselves further
down the line.

Saunders and chief of surgery Russell Seneca said Inova Fairfax
staff are focusing all their attention on making the transition as
smooth as possible. Saunders said administrators at the other
hospitals had been extremely supportive: "They have really opened
their arms."”

Inova Fairfax will not curtail other organ transplantation. "We're
very committed to strengthening and continuing to grow our
transplant programs,” Saunders said. The hospital's program for
heart transplants seems to be rebounding after several years of
single-digit numbers, although it remains well below the minimum
federal requirement.
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