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Chicago’s South Side underscore
a critical national challenge
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he United States continues to

struggle with daunting inner-

city health and healthcare

problems borne out of innate

social inequities. Effective
solutions are few and far between. One initiative
on Chicago’s South Side, launched just before the
COVID-19 pandemic,encapsulates the potential
and perils of system restructuring.

In that distant January of 2020, four Chicago
safety-net hospitals almost pulled off a miracle.
Mercy Hospital & Medical Center, St. Bernard
Hospital, Advocate Trinity Hospital and South
Shore Hospital overcame their parochial interests
and tried to form a cohesive community health
network for their South Side communities.?

This was a made-for-Hallmark movie moment
wrapped within the cruel realities of inner-city
healthcare. Hope and cynicism intermingled
as proponents sought to redirect monies away
from antiquated hospitals into more distributed,
holistic and community-based care delivery.

The elephant-in-the-room question was
whether the healthcare system could actually
improve the lives of the South Side’s beleaguered
residents. Even as the pandemic raged, the trans-
formation plan gained momentum and widespread
political backing for the $520 million in state
funding required to cover implementation costs.

Then, with the funding bill on the cusp
of passage, disaster struck: Worried about
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hospital closures and without specific knowledge
regarding replacement investments, key South
Side legislators withdrew their support on the
last day of the legislative session that May.b
The big transformation program died a quick
death. A smaller transformation collaborative
funded by the state of Illinois replaced it.© Mercy
announced its intent to close two months later.4
Resurrecting and perhaps expanding on the
original transformation plan may be Chicago’s
best chance for improving lives and livelihoods
on the South Side. In the process, this effort
could become a model for revitalizing inner-city
health and healthcare nationwide.

THE FIERCE URGENCY OF NOW
The need for healthcare transformation in
Chicago’s disadvantaged neighborhoods is even
greater today than it was in 2020. With many in
these neighborhoods suffering from excessive
chronic disease, COVID became a Grim Reaper.
Limited access to healthcare services added to
the death toll. The human costs of disfigured,
disrupted and lost lives are incalculable.

In his book “The Emergency,” UChicago
Medicine emergency department (ED) physi-
cian Thomas Fisher chronicles the “healing and
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