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ALTERNATE CARE FACILITIES

Introduction

Historically, alternate care facilities (ACF) have been established in the U.S. when natural disasters, large-scale accidents, or terrorist attacks have caused casualties beyond the ability of hospitals to handle them.  During emergency events, healthcare systems must quickly convert from the existing patient capacity to “surge capacity”-a significant increase beyond usual capacity- to rapidly respond to the needs of affected individuals.  ACFs have served a variety of functions intended to relieve pressure on local healthcare systems by serving as triage stations, urgent care centers, or in-patient facilities when local healthcare infrastructure is damaged.
Definition

ACFs are defined as non-medical facilities that are repurposed to provide limited healthcare services on a temporary basis.  They are not extensions of a general acute care hospital, rather are converted facilities that operate under the authorities defined in local health and medical response plans.  Most ACFs will be selected from existing sites of convenience, although temporary structures may be erected when widespread damage limits the availability of suitable structures.

Sites

Currently one primary site and at least one alternative site (in case first site is rendered unusable by disaster circumstances) will be identified for each of the three King County zones.  Preferred sites include large buildings with sufficient interior space as well as ample parking for workers and patient families.  Preferred sites must also have sufficient enclosed space to concurrently accommodate at least 250 “inpatient” treatment beds.  Additional site criteria include:

· good access routes for public transportation, EMS, and other emergency vehicles

· properly working HVAC/ventilation system

· unobstructed loading and receiving area

· sufficient restrooms with shower area

· an area where food can be prepared or received from a catering service

· IT and wireless communications capability.  

Emergency back-up power source is crucial to maintaining on-going services.  While no ACF site may have all of the ideal facility characteristics, sites that have the best combination of characteristics will be prioritized.

Authority and Circumstances of Activation

The purpose of activating an ACF is to provide additional urgent care and / or inpatient capacity for the local health care system in response to or in anticipation of a severe public health emergency.  Events that may warrant ACF activation include natural or terrorist caused disease outbreaks, earthquakes that damage medical facilities, or other disasters that disrupt local infrastructure.  In King County, ACFs would be activated and operated by the Unified Command for Health and Medical Response, under the legal authority of the Local Health Officer.  Staffing and resource support for ACF operations are coordinated through the Regional Medical Resource Center. 

Facility Manager Responsibilities
A pre-event memorandum of understanding (MOU) will be established between PHSKC and the agency with day-to-day responsibility for facilities identified as ACFs.  The MOU will outline specific roles and responsibilities of PHSKC and the facility manager.  In most cases, facility managers will be responsible for making the site available upon request (within the timeline agreed upon in the MOU), assist in site preparation, providing on-going maintenance and other services as agreed upon.  PHSKC responsibilities including operating the facility during the emergency response, coordinating staffing and resource support, and returning the site in the same condition as received.  Under no circumstances will facility staff be asked to serve in a capacity that exceeds their level of training or expertise, or may put them at risk.

Local Jurisdiction Roles

The operation of an ACF is a multi-agency effort.  Cooperation between Public Health and the local jurisdiction is crucial.  Public Health will work closely with local Emergency Managers, Police Departments, Fire Departments, public works, community based organizations and other agencies to ensure that logistical plans are developed addressing site security (external & internal), site operations, management and support, communications, and fire safety issues.
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