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An artist's rendering of the planned expansion of the Sharp Chula Vista Medical Center. / courtesy image 

Continuing growth has spurred Sharp HealthCare to make its largest investment to date in South County.

The health system announced Monday that it will spend nearly $240 million to add a seven-story medical tower to Sharp Chula Vista

Medical Center. That’s about $50 million more than the $195 million it used to build the 334-bed tower at Sharp Memorial Hospital in
Serra Mesa, which opened in 2009.

Pablo Velez, chief executive of Sharp Chula Vista, said the project should send a clear message to the community.

“We’ve been down here for 40 years, and we intend to be here for 40, 80, 100 more years to come,” Velez said.

Dr. Richard Butcher, a longtime primary care doctor whose Multicultural Medical Group serves patients throughout the lower half of San
Diego County, said the new structure is sorely needed.

“With the number of patients we’ve been seeing coming into that area, it’s long overdue. That kind of investment that Sharp is making
should leave an imprint for sure,” Butcher said.

Sharp’s announcement comes as the county continues to see a hospital building boom driven in part by statewide seismic safety
standards that require many aging structures, including some at Sharp Chula Vista, to be replaced or upgraded by 2030.

At the same time, other health providers in the region are responding to the needs of a growing population — and particularly a booming

segment of seniors and the elderly. Those institutions include Kaiser Permanente, which is building a $900 million hospital in Kearny
Mesa; UC San Diego, which is constructing a major specialty hospital in La Jolla.

And Sharp won’t be the only player investing in South County. Chris Van Gorder, chief executive of Scripps Health, which operates
Scripps Mercy Hospital in Chula Vista about five miles west of the Sharp medical center, said Monday that his organization has a
redevelopment vision of its own.

“We are working on plans, but we are not ready to share [them] publicly,” Van Gorder said.
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According to the South County Economic Development Council, the area’s population was 480,000 in 2010 and is expected to reach
652,000 by 2040 — an increase of about 36 percent.

Velez said the future tower will add 138 beds, six operating rooms and a rooftop cafe with sweeping ocean views. Today, he said, there
are usually enough patients to keep the hospital’s existing 234 inpatient beds fully occupied.

“On a daily basis, we have to hold 15 to 20 patients in our emergency department waiting for beds to open up. This project is going to
help alleviate and expedite the flow of patients up to the floors,” Velez said.

The new tower, which is scheduled to break ground in fall 2016 and is expected to open in 2019, is the fifth piece of a 15-year master
plan for Sharp’s Chula Vista campus. The expansion has included the Douglas & Nancy Barnhart Cancer Center, which opened in 2012.
Sharp also recently finished a 717-space parking garage and a loop road that allows for better traffic circulation.

“We will have a better traffic flow connecting the whole campus so that patients can get in and out more easily,” Velez said.

Sharp Chula Vista currently has six operating rooms, and Velez said there is no plan to shut them down when the six new operating
rooms come online in 2019. He said community demand should keep the combined dozen busy.

“We think it will probably ease up the surgery schedule and get people in to have their surgical procedures sooner,” Velez said.

Butcher, the Multicultural Medical Group doctor, said he thinks increasing hospital capacity in South County will shrink the number of
patients he sees transferred out of that community to hospitals in La Jolla and other parts of San Diego for specialty services that should
be available closer to home.

“It’s just really difficult for families when they have somebody that starts out down south and then they end up getting transferred. Hopefully,
we’ll be able to see some of that saying in this area,” Butcher said.

Plans call for Sharp’s new tower to be built in a 30-spot parking lot on the northeastern edge of the existing medical center campus,
connecting to the rest of the hospital on its first and second floors. After the structure opens it doors, Sharp will move forward with
renovation plans for the rest of the hospital.

Sharp plans to finance the tower project with cash drawn from it savings, revenue bonds and a $50 million fundraising campaign. At
present, the building is called the Ocean View Tower, but a generous benefactor could change that.

The project comes as the hospital celebrates its 40th anniversary in South County. Today, Sharp Chula Vista runs one of the busiest
emergency departments in San Diego County.

The medical center currently serves more than 90,000 patients per year, and that number is expected to continue growing at a pace that
exceeds hospitals elsewhere in the region.

© Copyright 2015 The San Diego Union-Tribune. All rights reserved.


