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Esther Lucero, CEO of the Seattle Indian Health
Board, stands in the patient pharmacy waiting
area at the board's clinic headquarters in Seattle,
August 5, 2020.
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Seattle Indian Health Board installs phone
booths to boost homeless access to telemedicine
Aug 7, 2020, 11:12am PDT

Esther Lucero and her staff had to get creative
to help vulnerable populations during the
Covid-19 pandemic at her community health
center, Seattle Indian Health Board.

“Our Native communities are disproportionately
impacted by homelessness and socioeconomic
status, so we knew that many of our folks
wouldn’t have access to technology to be able
to have a telehealth visit,” Lucero, chief
executive officer, told the Business Journal.

So, she took existing office space and created
phone booths.

“We implemented these on-site telehealth kiosks where we could actually contain
the potential exposure and contamination (of Covid-19),” she said.

Now, people without access to phones or computers can still be seen by doctors.

The kiosks, where there were private console rooms before, are sanitized after
every visit. Seattle Indian Health Board sees about 16 patients a day using the
kiosks. It's located on the east side of Seattle's Chinatown International District.

Seattle Indian Health Board, a federally qualified health center and certified
through the federal Urban Indian Health Program, employs 210 people and focuses
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on urban Indians and Alaskan Native populations. In 2018, the nonprofit brought in
more than $20 million in revenue, up from $15.4 million in 2015 when Lucero took
the helm of the business.

The historically underfunded Indian Health Service, which operates within the
Department of Health and Human Services, ensures the Seattle center, one of 41
across the nation, receives funding through grants and Medicaid reimbursements
through the Affordable Care Act. Though the Indian Health Service is its largest
funder, the Seattle community center also receives payments through third-party
billing and other contracts.

The nonprofit is part of a national safety net program that ensures people receive
health care services regardless of their ability to pay.

It's probably best known for its clinical operations and human services: primary
care, dentists, behavioral health services and care coordinators. It also operates
the urban Indian Health Institute, which is one of 12 tribal epidemiology centers in
the nation and it is deemed a public health authority through the Indian Health
Care Improvement Act. It should have access to the same data that King County,
which is a public health authority, or the state of Washington, as a public authority,
does.

"We’re doing active surveillance for American Indian and Alaskan Native
communities. We’re the only tribal epidemiology center that has a national scope
because we serve all of the urban Indian health programs across the country,"
Lucero said. "We have to remember that tribes are sovereign nations and they are
also public health authorities and they have complete control over their data and
their overall system, but we are serving the 70% of American Indians and Alaska
Natives who live in urban areas."

The clinic was growing until the pandemic, during which it's seen a 75% drop in
patient-services revenue, she said.

But the clinic's pivot to telemedicine, the phone booths one piece of that, has
helped ratchet up revenue a bit. The community health center’s services are now
80% virtual.
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“We got a little bit lucky because we had done some internal changes (before the
pandemic),” she said.

The five console rooms were meant for homeless case managers to meet with
patients to discuss primary care and behavioral health services, “the first
integrated model of its kind,” Lucero said.

The rooms also helped facilitate dental and traditional Native American medicine
and some human services that address social issues around health that “create
poor health outcomes like homelessness, for example domestic violence or
gender-based violence,” she said.

“So, we turned those conference rooms into telehealth rooms and what we did was
add telephones in there,” she said. “We’ll be using them until there’s a vaccine.”

Patients need to make an appointment to use the on-site telemedicine services.
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