A medical oasis

For area residents who are working but have no insurance, Shepherd's
Clinic is their chance for affordable health care
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Maxine Smith has a hard time imagining how she could manage her thyroid condition
without Shepherd's Clinic, Baltimore's only health center expressly for uninsured
working people.

A nanny who earns just under $10 an hour, Smith pays $9 for each medical appointment
and receives free medications through a local nonprofit. Yet, for all the financial
advantages, she is quick to mention something that matters just as much.

"The Shepherd's Clinic gave dignity to who I was," said Smith, 55, who came to the
clinic a decade ago after being treated at a medical practice where no one addressed her
by name.

"l was amazed by the behavior of the staff," she said, recalling her first visit to Shepherd's
in 1995. "They were just so kind."

Michael Rice, who was laid off in October from his job operating a forklift, agreed.
"They treat you real good here," he said.

These aren't ordinary times at the clinic, established in 1991 in a basement off St. Paul
Street and relocated a few years later to an old bank building where medicines were
stored in the vault.

Two months ago, the clinic moved to a low-slung building behind City College that used
to house an adult day care center. Visitors are met with a muted color scheme,
spaciousness and a flow-through floor plan.

But much hasn't changed. As before, practically everything is donated: the examining
tables, blood pressure cuffs, ultrasound machine and filing cabinets. So, too, are the
services of the primary care doctors and specialists who handle 3,000 to 4,000 patient
Visits per year.

Courtesy remains a guiding principle, along with a determination to offer nearly free care
to the working poor, a population left out of the federal and state programs offering free
or reduced medical assistance.

Household income must be no greater than twice the federal poverty threshold, which is
$20,000 for a family of four, yet patients generally earn too much to qualify for
Medicaid. Also, the clinic does not accept the elderly, who qualify for Medicare, or



children younger than 19, who are covered through federal and state programs.

To qualify, patients must have a job or live with someone who does. (There are
exceptions, such as Rice, who is collecting unemployment while looking for work.)

"It's a safety net image that we have," said Meg Boyd Meyer, the clinic's administrative
director. "If people don't fit into the system, then we try to pick them up."

To keep its patient population under control, the clinic draws only from 13 city ZIP
codes, most of them on the north side.

Whether to charge a per-visit fee has been a continuing philosophical debate, but the rule
has never changed: Patients must agree to pay a fee pegged roughly to their hourly wage.

"We are of the school of thought that when people contribute something, they use
services better,"” Meyer said. "They are more likely to show up or call when they can't
come. They become partners in their own health care."

Shepherd's Clinic was started in 1991 by members of the Seventh Baptist Church, who
found cozy if cramped quarters in a basement across the street.

With a current annual budget of about $330,000, it receives donations from churches as
well as private individuals. It accepts patients and volunteers of all backgrounds and
doesn't push a religious agenda. A carved wooden sign bearing a cross and a reproduction
of Jesus cradling a lamb are about the only reminders of the clinic's religious origins.

Just as prominent as that picture is a photograph of the late Dr. William H.M. Finney, a
public-spirited neurosurgeon from Union Memorial Hospital who retired in the early
1990s and soon became the clinic's medical director.

"It wasn't his idea, but it meshed perfectly with his idea of how to cut through red tape,"
said his grandson, David Finney.

When patients needed medical services that were beyond the expertise of clinic doctors,
Finney called specialists until he found one who would help. Once a week, he went door
to door at Union Memorial, asking doctors to donate pharmaceutical samples they weren't
likely to use.

"He'd usually fill up one big trash bag with medications,” David Finney said.

Finney died in an automobile accident almost three years ago with a trash bag full of
medications in his trunk.

After his death, several physicians established a foundation in his name, and its board
went to work locating and purchasing the one-story building on Kirk Avenue that is the
clinic's new home.



Today, the staff recalls with some affection how doctors in the old bank building held
conferences in the same room where people grabbed coffee. In another room, patients
had their blood drawn in the same space where nurses called other patients with results.

"Privacy wasn't so good,"” Meyer said.

As before, Shepherd's Clinic relies on retired or semi-retired doctors who volunteer a few
hours a week, and a staff of largely volunteer nurses and clerical workers.

Dr. Walter James, who retired eight years ago from an obstetrics and gynecology practice
in Towson, reflects the views of many who volunteer.

"It's a nice place to work because the people have the same aspirations as anybody else,"
said James, 83, who sees an average of five or six patients on the Friday mornings he
volunteers. "They just don't have the same circumstances."

Dr. Salah M. Nasrallah, a semi-retired gastroenterologist who also trains residents at
Johns Hopkins Hospital, said he comes out of a sense of social responsibility.

"l feel an obligation to give back to the community a little bit of what I received,"” said
Nasrallah, 77, who came to the United States from Lebanon in the 1950s.

"The patients - what | notice is that they are very grateful about the services they receive.
They're a little unhappy sometimes. We try to provide their medicines but often we don't
have enough."

Rice, however, walked out a satisfied customer last week after seeing Nasrallah for his
diabetes checkup. At one point, the doctor disappeared into the pharmaceutical storeroom
and emerged with his hands full of medicine bottles - five in all.

"You have to take two of these twice a day," he said, handing Rice one of the bottles.
"Try taking it with orange juice or something with potassium, like banana."”

Alice Hall, the clinic's only paid nurse, said working at Shepherd's Clinic calls for some
of the improvisational skills she developed while working for a mission hospital in
Uganda.

"It's: See what we can do to make things work so patients have their needs met,"” Hall
said.

For instance, the clinic relies on a variety of sources to get free medications. Besides
asking doctors to donate samples, the clinic works with MedBank, a nonprofit that
obtains drugs from pharmaceutical companies that set aside quantities for uninsured
people with chronic conditions.



It also has a close relationship with Union Memorial, which offers free and discounted
services, from radiology scans to surgery. The hospital, along with the University of
Maryland Medical Center, also provides medical residents.

If the clinic is run somewhat on the fly, the patients don't seem to notice.

Maxine Smith said she has come a long way since 1995, when she was walking to work
and suddenly felt like "my heart turned over." The problem turned out to be Graves'
disease, an overactive thyroid with wide-ranging medical consequences.

"l was someone who had only Pepto-Bismol and Tylenol in my medicine cabinet,” she
said. But soon she was taking 13 different pills, some of which cost more than $200 for a
month's supply.

It was around that time that she switched to Shepherd's, where doctors brought her
condition under control and reduced her medications to six. She felt so accepted by the
clinic's staff that she began donating items such as soda, plastic cups and household tools.

"Sometimes, there's a little emotional thing you might be going through,"” Smith said. "To
have a calming and soothing place where you're treated with dignity, it gives you a better
outlook."

jonathan.bor@baltsun.com
Copyright © 2006, The Baltimore Sun | Get Sun home delivery



