Cooperation key to Med Center, region’s future
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The Texas Medical Center is a “major pillar” that will help the Houston region to become one of the top 10 global communities in which to live and work, Dr. John Mendelsohn, the president of M.D. Anderson Cancer Center said Tuesday, May 13....
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The Texas Medical Center is a “major pillar” that will help the Houston region to become one of the top 10 global communities in which to live and work, Dr. John Mendelsohn, the president of M.D. Anderson Cancer Center said Tuesday, May 13.

Mendelsohn spoke at the annual luncheon of the Center for Houston’s Future, a subsidiary of the Greater Houston Partnership. The center is making strategic plans for the future of the region.

To continue the growth and importance of the medical center, however, Mendelsohn said its 46 member hospitals, teaching institutions and research centers need “more collaboration” to attract even more state and federal funds. 

In addition, county and city leaders throughout greater Houston must begin addressing several “mega-issues,” including public education and health care, he said.

University of Houston’s new Chancellor Renu Khator is working to transform the school into a top tier university.

“She needs and merits strong support from our community,” Mendelsohn said.

The second “mega-issue,” facing the greater Houston area is health care, particularly for the poor and uninsured, he continued.

“Twenty-five percent of Texas, and 32 percent of Harris County residents are uninsured. The national figure is 14.5 percent. The greater Houston region needs to bite the bullet and provide all of its population with basic medical care,” Mendelsohn said. 

“This means building and staffing more community clinics to accommodate patients who now crowd our excellent county acute-care hospitals’ emergency rooms. The best and least expensive care is early and preventive, not late — when illnesses become more acute and expensive.”

Growth plans for the TMC call for an increase from 28.5 million to more than 40 million square feet, at a cost of $7.1 billion, “which is poured into the Houston economy.”

New research centers include the UT Health Science Center, Baylor College of Medicine, Methodist Hospital and Texas Children’s Hospital. And, there is Rice University’s new Collaborative Research Center, Mendelsohn noted.

But, Mendelsohn said, the leadership of the medical center and its institutions must collaborate more and compete less.

“By collaborating and banding together, we can make the Texas Medical Center the destination of choice for even larger numbers of patients, academic physicians, scientists and research dollars,” Mendelsohn said.

“We’re talking about a major impact upon the economic, physical and social well-being of this community,” Mendelsohn said. 

That won’t happen “unless the institutions in the Medical Center come together to create and promulgate a joint vision,” Mendelsohn said. “It’s time to integrate more of the activities carried out in the Medical Center, to create a new whole which is even better than some of its excellent individual components.” 

That goal will require support from community leaders, local governments, entrepreneurs and philanthropists, Mendelsohn said. Houston and Harris County, for example, “need to step up efforts” for even more roads, highways and public transportation.

Similar efforts face the Center for Houston’s Future.

“Cities and counties need to set aside parochial interests and work together to affect the mega-issues that affect all of us. Issues like qualify of life, air pollution, transportation, recreation, cultural activities, education at all levels, management of non-citizens in the work force, health care for the 1 million uninsured and collective preparedness for natural and man-made catastrophes,” Mendelsohn said.

