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An article in the January 2013 Benefits Magazine described the on-site health clinic the 
Palm Beach County Fire Fighters Employee Benefits Fund was opening that month in an 
effort to provide better, personalized care. A year later, the clinic is saving the fund health 
care dollars and getting high marks from firefighters and their families.

Trustees and administrative staff 
of the Palm Beach County Fire Fight-
ers Employee Benefits Fund hoped the 
state-of-the-art clinic the fund opened 
in early 2013 eventually would be see-
ing 65-70 patients a day and might have 
to expand clinic hours.

“The only thing that caught us off 
guard was the amount of business we 
got,” said Michael A. Sedgwick, the 
fund’s administrative manager. “The 
clinic has been over-the-top successful. 

We were scrambling like crazy hiring 
people. Right out of the chute, there 
was no way to survive with the original 
staff of four.”

The fund provides self-funded 
health care for about 4,700 people—
active and retired firefighters and de-
pendents. Trustees decided to build 
the clinic not to save money, Sedgwick 
said, but rather “to take better care of 
people.”

The clinic opened in stages, starting 

in mid-January 2013 with firefighter 
physicals before officially opening April 
1 for other clinic visits for firefighters 
and retirees and their dependents. That 
turned out to be a wise move, Sedgwick 
said, as it gave the staff time to gear 
up and become comfortable with new 
equipment and electronic medical re-
cords.

By November, the clinic had added 
a second full-time physician and ex-
panded hours to 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. Mon-
day through Friday and 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. 
Saturdays. The two doctors, two physi-
cian assistants (PAs), a nurse practitio-
ner and nine medical assistants (MAs) 
see an average of about 70 people per 
day—and significantly more some days.

The clinic opened with a digital x-
ray suite, a full trauma suite and an on-
site pharmacy that initially dispensed 
the first 30-day supply of prescription 
drugs free of charge. It soon added an 
ultrasound machine. This February, a 
state-of-the-art GE 64-slice CT scan-
ner was installed, which is expected to 
reduce the amount spent on scans by 
several hundred thousand dollars. Also, 
the clinic began dispensing free refills of 
prescription drugs other than narcotic 
and specialty drugs. Sedgwick estimat-
ed that change will save the fund 10% 
to 15% of its annual $5 million prescrip-
tion cost.

workingwhat’s
first year of firefighters’  
on-site clinic

Palm Beach County Fire Fighters Employee Benefits Fund’s on-site clinic staff, including 
physicians, physician assistants, a nurse practitioner and medical assistants, sees an average 
of 70 people a day. 
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A major new improvement has been 
an on-site laboratory that processes 
blood and urine samples immediately, 
while patients wait. Now, providers will 
get the results of tests within a few min-
utes, while the patient is at the clinic, 
eliminating the need for a phone call 
and possibly a followup visit.

 “Appointments here are not like at 
a regular clinic, where they typically 
would last ten to 15 minutes,” he said. 
“Here, a one-hour appointment proba-
bly is one of the shorter appointments.” 
A followup appointment or a routine 
sick visit might take 30-45 minutes, 
while routine physicals for all firefight-
ers last two to 2½ hours and include a 
stress test.

“The providers are not rushed,” 
Sedgwick said. “There is not a time 
limit, like in a clinic where a doctor has 
to get to the next patient or lose money. 
We let our providers do what they went 
to school for, instead of worrying about 
payments and seeing lots of people.”

Staff members also maintain re-
lationships with hospitals and other 
medical specialists in the area and can 
arrange for procedures to be done right 
away.

Sedgwick knows of at least 20 cases 
where someone’s life was saved—per-
haps because medical providers at the 
clinic were able to take the time they 
needed to arrive at a correct diagno-
sis. In December, for example, a retiree 
came to the clinic because of recurring 
headaches. The man’s primary care 
physician was treating him for a sinus 
infection.

“One of our providers told him he 
wanted to look a little closer and see 
what was going on. The retiree didn’t 
want to bother with tests, but the pro-
vider told him, ‘Humor me,’ and called 
an imaging center ten minutes from the 
clinic so that the retiree could get an im-
mediate CT scan. An hour later, the im-
aging center called and said the man had 

a massive tumor in his head. He was tak-
en to a hospital a mile down the road for 
emergency surgery. . . . The neurologist 
said that had he not gone to our clinic, 
he would have been dead in a week.”

The clinic has been one of the most 
talked-about benefits among the fire-
fighters—a group that Sedgwick said 
tends to be very critical. An exit survey 

Above: A critical care room at the clinic. Below: An exam room at the clinic.
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is done after each appointment. On the question of overall 
satisfaction with the service, “94.6% of patients give the clin-
ic a ten” on a scale of one to ten, he said. “They love it.”

At first, the clinic attracted patients mainly from a 20-mile 
radius. Now, “routinely, we are getting people from 30 and 
40 miles away, with sick kids in tow. It saves them money—
it’s a free visit, they’re treated like gold and there’s usually no 
wait. The maximum wait may be 30 minutes in a comfortable 

room with snacks and drinks. Here, they know everyone and 
may spend the wait catching up with a friend.”

Sedgwick added that people “say they come here because 
‘One, it’s ours. Two, there’s no wait. Three, the staff is phe-
nomenal and four, all our needs are met.’ ”

The clinic’s impact on costs is clear, he said. “We were av-
eraging a 12% trend on our claims for medical. We may see 
a -3% for this fiscal year. The clinic is more than paying for 
itself.”

The clinic’s budget went from $1.35 million during its first 
year to $2.2 million in the current fiscal year because of ad-
ditional personnel and new services. In the long term, hav-
ing healthier participants is bound to result in cost savings, 
the trustees believe. The on-site laboratory will save the fund 
about $200,000 as well as saving time for providers and pa-
tients. The fund last year paid $750,000 for CT scans at an off-
site provider, and being able to do its own scans should result 
in a big savings.

This year the clinic plans to hire a combination health 
coach/dietitian—probably a registered nurse—who will 
work with patients who have been diagnosed with condi-
tions such as diabetes. Long term, Sedgwick said, the fund 
may open smaller satellite clinics to ease the burden on the 
main clinic.  

The Palm Beach County Fire Fighters Employee Benefits 
Fund was created after several small fire departments in the 
county merged into one large department. The county still 
has seven small departments that weren’t part of the merg-
er, although one of the smaller departments is joining the 
benefits fund this year, bringing another 140 firefighters and 
their families as potential clinic patients. Sedgwick said the 
clinic is a “carrot” that may attract some of the other small 
departments. 

by |  Chris Vogel, CEBS  
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what’s working

Above: A physician works in the hallway/medication preparation 
area. Below: A firefighter stops at the clinic’s reception desk.


