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The Challenge:

The growing physician shortage across Canada has made headlines over the past several years, with recent reports indicating that as many as 4.1 million Canadians, or about 8 percent of the population, are without a family doctor. The town of Creston, BC, was feeling a direct impact of this shortage in 2006, when emergency services at the Creston Valley Hospital were reduced to 12 hours a day due to a shortage of physicians.


In the fall of 2006, several key partners in the Creston Valley came together to see what could be done to address growing concerns over community access to health care. More than 50 percent of the population is over the age of 55, and so an ongoing physician shortage threatened to have a serious impact on the lives of senior citizens. Working together, the Town of Creston, the Regional District of Central Kootenay, the Creston Valley Development Authority, the Interior Health Authority, and local doctors established the Creston Valley Health Group (Health Group) to address the issue of recruitment and retention of physicians. 


While physician recruitment has not normally fallen to municipal and regional governments, because the shortage of physicians in the Creston Valley was felt at all levels of the community, local leaders felt strongly that they had a role to play in ensuring the economic health of the community through retaining health services. 

Program Implementation and Costs:

The Physician Recruitment Pilot Project was the model the Health Group agreed upon, and with $45,000 in funding secured from the Town and Regional District, the two-year project began in August 2007. 


An analysis by the Health Group found that Creston clinics were having a low success rate with referrals from the provincial recruitment agency, Health Match BC. A gap existed between where these referrals left off and where the recruitment efforts of local physicians began. This gap lay in the area of coordinating the marketing efforts of the community, facilitating community visits by candidates, liaising potential candidates with local clinics, and welcoming family members of new physicians to the community. These are critical components to successful recruitment in which the community can play an important role.


The Health Group hired a contract recruiter on an as-needed basis, which has meant low overhead for the program. The Recruitment Advisor is now the main point of contact between the Health Match BC recruiters and the local clinics. The community recruiter acts as an ambassador for the community to physician candidates, answers questions, and provides consistent and timely information about the community. Once a physician is recruited, the community recruiter is available to help find temporary housing and jobs for spouses, and answer any questions that might arise.


The program operates on a modest budget of about $30,000 per year. An additional $10,000 per year of provincial funds is also managed by the program, to cover material costs such as community visits, marketing materials, and advertising.

A Flexible, Transferable Program:

This community-based approach could be used by other rural communities to address their physician recruitment needs. Rural communities can benefit from identifying and promoting the unique lifestyle amenities that their community can offer physicians. This approach helps to fit the physician to the community, and increases not only the chance of a successful recruitment, but also of physician retention.


The model is adaptable to communities of any size and budget. The potential exists to operate a similar program on a volunteer basis, with representatives from local government, business, economic development, and health care. The program could be adapted equally well on a larger scale to encompass advertising, promotion at medical conferences, recruitment bonuses, and sponsored candidate visits.

Positive Results:

The Health Group was formed out of an urgent and highly stressful situation. At the time, Creston patients were driving more than one hour to Cranbrook at any time of day or night to seek emergency treatment, as an unsustainable call rotation threatened to cause physician burn-out. The involvement of the community has helped to stabilize this volatile situation, and was a contributing factor to the return to 24-hour call at the Creston Valley Hospital.


At the time that the Health Group was formed, Health Match BC had referred 24 physician candidates to Creston in the previous 18 months, which had resulted in only two permanent recruitments for the community. These results have vastly improved upon over the course of the pilot project. The goal of the project is to place one to two permanent and two to five locum physicians per year. The community recruiter has worked with Creston clinics to successfully place two of the five locums referred by Health Match since August 2007. Of the 10 referrals for permanent candidates received in the first year of the program, three have permanently relocated to Creston. 


While the primary goal of the project is to recruit new physicians, a positive benefit has been that the increase in community support has helped with the retention of physicians. Clinics feel supported in their recruitment efforts, which eases the burden on physicians, who previously had to recruit on top of all of their other tasks. This has helped stem the flow of the loss of doctors within the community. 

A New Role for Local Government 

This project has given the Creston Town Council an avenue for influencing health care in the community, and has raised the profile of how local governments can work within their mandates and make a contribution to health care.  It is one strategy in the implementation of the Town of Creston’s Corporate Strategic Plan, which identifies both health care and economic development as key priorities. 


In addition to providing a valuable service, community-based recruitment recognizes that health care is an important component of economic development and one where community members and local government can have a positive influence. The physician shortage is an international issue, and it is becoming increasingly clear that municipalities and regions will need to become involved in recruitment, if they wish to ensure access to health care for their citizens.

Conclusion

The Physician Recruitment Pilot Project in the Creston Valley is an excellent example of how key stakeholders within a community can work cooperatively within an existing system to solve a pressing issue at the community level. This project has forged new partnerships among local government, economic development, and health care to apply new solutions to what is a growing problem in many rural areas.


The Town of Creston is proud to work with the Regional District of Central Kootenay, Interior Health Authority, Creston Valley Development Authority, and local physicians to have a direct impact on a difficult situation and take positive steps toward a resolution. As the Physician Recruitment Pilot Project wraps up, local partners have secured continuous funding this year for an ongoing recruitment program managed by the Town of Creston.
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