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Interesting Times

President’s Page

I 
Aaron Pace, MD

am excited to take on the presidency of our 
robust Pierce County Medical Society. I want 
start by introducing myself. I was born in Bakers-
field, CA where my father was finishing his ER 
residency. We moved to Steilacoom when I was 

four and I graduated from Steilacoom High School in 
1999. I went to college at Occidental in Los Angeles and 
then straight to medical school at Loyola, Stritch School 
of Medicine where I graduated in 2007. I matched at 
their dermatology program and finished that in 2011. 
My independent nature fully manifested itself in 2011 
when I decided to start a solo dermatology practice as 
my fellow residents were joining groups or hospital sys-
tems. I now practice in a small group, where my brother 
is my partner, and we work with two physician assistants 
and a nurse practitioner. I’m particularly aware of the 
challenges facing private practice but also realize that 
such challenges to physicians and PAs aren’t limited to 
those of us in private practice. 

During my year as president of our society, I hope to 
help us all continue to navigate the rapid changes med-
icine is undergoing. We are all feeling these changes, 
whether solo, in a small or large group, or within one 
of the health systems. Physicians, no matter the stage 
of their career or specialty, are facing the whirlwind of 
change in the health care sector.   

I am part of the first generation of physicians whom has 
never written a paper chart note, whether in medical 
school, residency, or my own practice. Unfortunately, 
this makes managing the EHR no easier. They are all 
slower than what I could do with a paper form. The EHR 
is an example of one of the many new laws and regula-
tions discussed and set up in the last few years that are 
coming to full implementation whether they make sense 
medically or not. What that means for us is that these 

previously ambiguous plans and changes are finally af-
fecting our daily responsibilities taking care of patients.   

Our local, community-based organizations, like the 
Pierce County Medical Society are acutely important. In 
the past they were important to allow other physicians 
to find you in order to refer patients. Now these county 
medical societies are necessary to help us work through 
the changing medical landscape as colleagues at front-
line caregiving landscape. We will work in partnership 
with colleagues at the state and federal level. It is up to 
us to point out how the realities of these new laws and 
regulations both are and aren't working for physicians 
and patients. We will make our perspective right here in 
Pierce County known.   

Another important aspect of our society is that as a 
community-based organization, we are in a unique po-
sition to continue offering opportunities to spend time 
together outside of our silos of discussing a mutual 
patient or quickly passing in the hall in the clinic or hos-
pital. More and more physicians feel isolated from their 
patients and each other despite most of us working in 
groups. This isolation is a prominent cause of burnout 
for physicians. Supporting our local membership society 
is not only crucial for the success of our best practice 
of care professionally, but also for the enjoyment that 
networking provides.  

I am eager to take on the presidency of the Pierce 
County Medical Society as we continue to aggressively 
advocate on behalf of our physician and PA members, 
to continue to provide opportunities for collegiality like 
our wine tasting, annual meeting, and resident social 
summer picnic, as well as provide educational offerings 
during this time of rapid evolution in health care.



4 P I E R C E  C O U N T Y  M E D I C A L  S O C I E T Y

PCMS Celebrates 130th Birthday

o n the evening of Wednesday, December 5, 
Pierce County Medical Society conducted 
its Annual Meeting at the brand new Pacific 
Seas Aquarium in the Point Defiance Zoo. The 
event served as a 130th birthday celebration 

for the organization.   

As attendees and speakers marked the occasion of thirteen 
decades of physicians and PAs caring for patents in Pierce 
County, stewardship was a common theme when referring 
to the community-based professional organization that 
represents them.   

Outgoing President Khash Dehghan, MD thanked the 
2018 PCMS Board of Trustees and noted their contribu-
tions toward stewardship helping to make the Society a 
robust example of a county medical society in the State of 
Washington and the nation. He also thanked the member-
ship for their continued support and stewardship.   

PCMS Executive Director Bruce Ehrle took attendees on a 
journey from 1888 when the Society was founded through 
20th Century advancements in medicine with a look for-
ward all the way to 2148 when another 130 years of PCMS 
can be celebrated. He noted that the organization would 
not have reached this point without stewardship, adapt-
ability, and leadership--elements that continue to exist 
within the physician community of Pierce County today 
that can propel it forward toward continued success in 
the future, as long as doctors always understand that they 
are stronger together in advocacy, education, community 
engagement, and collegiality.   

Incoming President Aaron Pace, MD spoke about his 
decision early on in his career to be engaged with PCMS 
because of his recognition of its value. He expressed an 
understanding of the many challenges facing his fellow 

independent physicians as well as employed physicians 
because of his involvement with the medical society, 
speaking with members, and deliberating during board 
meetings. He noted his pride in assuming the presidency 
of PCMS as it moves past its 130th birthday and his dedi-
cation toward keeping it as a strong ally for its members.  
Three generations of his family were in attendance to see 
Aaron receive the gavel.   

Dr. Peter Marsh was the recipient of the 2018 PCMS 
Community Service Award. In keeping with the theme 
of stewardship at 130 years for the Society, the Board of 
Trustees felt that it was appropriate to honor a physician 
who has been highly engaged in every organization he's 
been a part of such as serving on the boards of WSMA 
and Physicians Insurance as well as PCMS where he was 
president in the early 1990s. Dr. Marsh expressed how vital 
it is that physicians take on that level of engagement to 
shape the future of the profession in a shared commitment 
to achieve success for themselves and their fellow doctors.   

Throughout the evening, attendees were able to enjoy 
the habitat exhibits at the newly opened aquarium as the 
special venue for the 130th birthday celebration of PCMS. 
In keeping with recent trends for the event, the Annual 
Meeting focused on having the majority of the time for 
the thing people seem to enjoy the most--socializing with 
each other. Out of the nearly four hours together, only 
45 minutes was dedicated to a formal program, allowing 
attendees to catch up with old friends and to make new 
friends among their fellow physicians and PAs who aren't 
just colleagues but who are neighbors in Pierce County.   

Special thanks goes to the sponsors of the event--Multi-
Care, CHI Franciscan, and Community Health Care. Their 
ongoing partnership for the Annual Meeting--and every 
day with PCMS--is sincerely appreciated. 

Khash Dehghan, MD (left) thanks Steven Litsky, MD for his service on the 
PCMS Board of Trustees including three years as a presidential officer

PCMS President Khash Dehghan, MD (right) presents the 2018 
PCMS Community Service Award to Peter Marsh, MD
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Khash Dehghan, MD (left) thanks Paul Sueno, MD for his years of 
service on the PCMS Board of Trustees

Members and guests enjoy social time at the PCMS Annual Meeting 
held at the new Pt. Defiance Aquarium

PCMS members and guests graciously donated many gifts to be given 
to the YWCA Shelter for their holiday gift giving program

A bald eagle makes an appearance during the social hour

Khash Dehghan, MD (right) passes presidential gavel to incoming 
PCMS President Aaron Pace, MD

Aaron Pace, MD delivers his remarks as the 2019 President of PCMS

Current and former PCMS Board members gather for the 130th 
birthday celebration

PCMS Presidents celebrate 130 years of the Society
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According to annual information released by Gallup yes-
terday, the rate of uninsured adults in the US rose to 13.7% 
in 2018, sliding back four years to levels last witnessed in 
2014. Though much of the media focus has been on how 
ongoing battles surrounding ACA (Obamacare) has con-
tributed to the rise in the uninsured, a related factor is how 
adults with the possibility of insurance from their employers 
are choosing to forgo paying their partial or full share of 
such policies. This is either due to a lack of ability to make 
premium payments or because after scraping together 
the money to make the premium payments, the insurance 
remains unaffordable for routine primary and preventive 
care because of four figure (and sometimes now even five 
figure) annual deductibles before the insurance kicks in.   

This backsliding on rates of the insured demonstrates 
continued dire challenges for patients to access care from 
a wide range of providers including primary care and 
family physicians as well as specialists. It also presents 
renewed problems for hospital and health system financial 
performance faced with the possibility of more uninsured 
patients seeking acute or emergency care at urgent care 
clinics and emergency departments.   

Increasingly high deductibles are forcing even those with 
insurance to not seek care from providers. Both private 

Rate of Uninsured Americans 
increases

plan holders and Medicare beneficiaries have increasingly 
reported deferring care because of out-of-pocket costs--
all at a time when providers struggle with reimbursement 
rates especially for Medicaid, Tricare, and VA Choice in 
an environment where all payers, private and public, are 
in the midst of a decade long shift away from fee-for-ser-
vice to outcomes payments based on value and quality. 
Achieving success on patient outcomes for providers will 
be hampered if patients are once again increasingly only 
seeking care from providers when they have reached a dire 
situation.  

PCMS will continue to link these provider payment and 
patient access issues as the Society presses federal and 
state policymakers on matters such as reimbursement 
rates, deductible assistance, and tough oversight of the 
pharmaceutical and insurance industries.  

Goals of such advocacy include having far fewer circum-
stances where patients defer seeking care from physicians, 
where patients can't afford to receive the preventive and 
primary care that reduces costs and improves outcomes, 
where physicians have to tell patients that they can't re-
ceive the care that they think is best because their insur-
ance won't cover it, and where patients decline treatment 
because their policy has a four or five figure deductible. 
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The Health Status of 
Pierce County

Anthony Chen, MD, MPH

t the Jan. 26 Board of Trustees meeting, Nigel 
Turner, the director of our Communicable Dis-
ease Control Division, shared Tacoma-Pierce 
County Health Department’s 2019 legislative 
priorities:

Foundational Public Health Services
Funding for public health work has not kept pace with 
our state’s population growth—or the complexities of the 
diseases and health threats we fight. Foundational Public 
Health Services aims to strengthen the public health safety 
net for all Washington residents. 

The Legislature provided $12 million to the statewide public 
health system in the 2017-2018 biennium. Tacoma-Pierce 
County Health Department used our share to fill important 
gaps in our ability to control communicable disease. We 
hired an epidemiologist to analyze data and improve our 
ability to detect and investigate outbreaks and leveraged 
this expanded capacity in the large hepatitis C exposure 
in a hospital setting. In addition, we tackled more cases of 
gonorrhea, worked with healthcare providers to increase 
immunization rates, and improved how we share informa-
tion with providers.

Measles is our latest example of a potentially devastating 
outbreak, to our north in Seattle with one case, and south 
in Clark County with 53 cases so far. The response stretch-
es public health resources thin as the larger local health 
departments provide surge staffing to smaller ones, while 
working to prevent cases in their own communities. 

We also need to raise immunization rates to ensure com-
munity immunity and protect the most vulnerable. Join us 
in supporting legislation to promotes immunity against vac-
cine preventable disease. HB 1638 and SB 5481 will make 
schools safer places for children to learn. 

Please support Foundational Public Health Services to ensure 21st 
century public health protections in our community and our state.

Health Department 2019 
Legislative Priorities Put 
Community Health First

Potentially Preventable Hospitalizations
The 27th and 29th legislative districts—both in Pierce 
County—have the highest rates of potentially preventable 
hospitalizations in Washington. Common causes are dehy-
dration, worsening chronic conditions like diabetes, asthma, 
or even the flu—conditions better handled in the primary 
care setting. 

To improve the health of our county and drive down the 
growing cost of health care, we need to work together to help 
people get the right care, at the right time, in the right place.

An unprecedented strike team comprised of health systems 
and providers at 17 primary care clinics is on the case: 

• CHI Franciscan Health
• Sea Mar Community Health Centers
• Community Health Care
• Coordinated Care
• Kaiser Permanente Washington
• Pierce County Accountable Community of Health
• MultiCare Health System
• Tacoma-Pierce County Health Department
• Northwest Physicians Network
• Korean Women’s Association

The strike team is implementing year-one strategies in the 
27th and in the 29th districts:

• Increase immunizations for bacterial pneumonia and flu.
• Implement screening, brief intervention, and referral to 
	 treatment (SBIRT) for alcohol, tobacco, drugs, and 
	 depression.
• Use data to improve care coordination across health care 
	 systems.

We are asking legislators to expand the year-one pilot proj-
ect. You can also support policies that change systems and 
bring resources into these communities. This will improve poor 
health outcomes and drive down preventable hospital stays. 

A                      

See “Priorities” page 11
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PCMS Meets with State Health 
Committee Members from Pierce 
County in Olympia
With the state legislative session underway and behavioral 
health expected to be a major topic of deliberation, PCMS 
Executive Director Bruce Ehrle headed to Olympia on 
Thursday, February 7. 

While there he met with State Rep. Laurie Jinkins, a ma-
jority member of the House Health Care and Wellness 
Committee. Rep. Jinkins represents the 27th District that 
includes most of Tacoma. He was joined for that meeting 
by Nicholas Rajacich, MD, a member of the PCMS Board of 
Trustees. During the meeting they shared examples of how 
the behavioral health resource crisis impacts Pierce County 
including low Medicaid reimbursement rates raising further 
access barriers as well as seriously impacting the finances 
of providers, how troops at the Joint Base who may wish to 
seek civilian behavioral health care off post have difficulties 
getting timely appointments due to lack of capacity, the 
roadblocks that primary care physicians have in referring 
patients for behavioral care due to lack of capacity even if 
they have integrated some of that patient care in to their 
own practice, how new facilities in the community such as 
the Mary Bridge Adolescent Behavioral Health Center im-
mediately fill up slots when they open demonstrating the 
pressing need for even more capacity, and how patients not 
receiving care in the most appropriate setting continues to 
burden emergency departments and other provider care 
settings, also denying space to those who would be most 
appropriately cared for in those settings.   

Dr. Rajacich and Bruce asked Rep. Jinkins if there were any 
items that PCMS could add to its federal advocacy agenda 
to help her and others in Olympia meet their goals to help 
address the behavioral health crisis in locales like Pierce 
County. She articulated specific examples of how CMS 
could administratively better handle Medicaid reimburse-
ment classifications so that patients aren't denied access 
to new facilities as they become available because they are 
classified at the lower rate. Bruce committed to raise the 
issue as a priority during his ongoing conversations with 
CMS officials in Baltimore and Members of Congress as 
one way they could quickly assist communities address the 
serious shortfall in behavioral health capacity.   

Dr. Rajacich thanked Rep. Jinkins for her work to increase 
the smoking age in Washington to 21.   

Bruce also met with State Sen. Steve Conway, a majority 
member of the Senate Health and Long Term Care Com-
mittee. Sen. Conway represents the 29th District that 
includes South Tacoma as well as portions of Lakewood, 
Parkland, and Spanaway. During their 45 minute meeting, 
they discussed the same examples of challenges in Pierce 
County that had been noted to Rep. Jinkins. They also 
discussed at length more broadly the access challenges 
that so many patients continue to face with every payer, 
the administrative burdens facing providers, as well as 
connections between the state and federal health care 
landscape. Sen. Conway requested that PCMS continue 
pressing for increased assistance from the nation's capital 
to help address the behavioral health crisis as part of its 
federal advocacy agenda.  

Bruce also raised serious consequences for the physi-
cian sector if the proposed increase in the B&O tax from 
1.5% to 2.5% contained in the governor's draft budget is 
enacted. He noted to Sen. Conway that at a time when 
physician practices are being tasked with behavioral 
health integration, when they are faced with greater ad-
ministrative burden due to the complexities of coding and 
charting, and when they are faced with massive reforms 
to the payment system as payment for value, quality, and 
outcomes supersedes fee-for-service, placing a giant new 
tax burden on them would deeply harm physicians and pa-
tients. Sen. Conway responded that such a frontline reality 
is a message to keep sharing and that one outcome could 
be that physicians be assigned a special rate, lower than 
the full rate--or exempted entirely from the increase if it is 
enacted. He also thought that all or part of any B&O tax 
increase that the legislature might pass could be tempo-
rary as it was earlier in this decade. Bruce stressed that 
even a temporary increase all the way to 2.5% would have 
a negative impact on the physician community and such 
a special lower rate or complete exemption as raised by 
Sen. Conway would still be needed to protect patients and 
caregivers.  

PCMS will continue to confer with members of the state 
legislature from Pierce County on these and other matters 
as the session continues.   

See “Olympia” page 10
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PCMS - The Next 130 Years

Bruce Ehrle

Message from the
Executive Director

See “PCMS” page 10

I t was great fun to celebrate the 130th birthday of 
the Pierce County Medical Society at December’s 
Annual Meeting. Looking back over 13 decades 
provided insights in to the stewardship and sup-

port that physicians and PAs have put forward to sustain 
PCMS with the Society likewise returning that loyalty by 
providing a community-based professional organization 
while the world of medicine as well as Pierce County has 
continued to evolve.  

That evolution continues, in some ways faster than ever. 
Pierce County was one of the top two counties in the na-
tion in the last year with new residents. Meanwhile, PCMS 
members are witnessing some of the biggest changes to 
their profession in their entire careers. This is all occurring 
at a time when there are many actively seeking to bring 
positive change to the health care system yet that same 
system is pretty much broken for everybody in big ways.

It’s broken for providers who face challenges with reim-
bursement rates, compensation rules, the movement 
away from fee-for-service, EHRs, patient load, and admin-
istrative burden.  

It’s broken for patients who are increasingly faced with 
such high annual deductibles that they can’t afford to 
use their insurance to see you, can’t get the drugs or 
treatment you prescribe because the policy won’t cover 
it, defer care until they become acutely ill (requiring more 
expensive treatment), and consider giving up on health 
insurance all together because there’s no penalty for not 
having it.  

It’s broken for employers who struggle to pay for insur-
ance policies that offer less and less in terms of coverage 
but that cost more and more.  

It’s broken for the federal and state governments because 
of a path of unsustainable incongruities between the goal 
of cutting costs through population health improvement 
to create healthier communities and a payer system that 
doesn’t promote preventive and primary care or in many 
cases pay providers a fair market rate for their valuable 
services.  

It’s broken for the insurance companies because they 
can’t get healthy, younger people in to their pools leav-
ing them with a higher risk population to cover—or not 
cover as the case may be all while they keep raising pre-
miums as well as deductibles and taking things off drug 
formularies on a whim.  

It’s broken even for the drug companies because at the 
same time they’re price gouging, messing with the sup-
ply of critical drugs, and pursuing uncompetitive prac-
tices, they have trouble getting even reasonably priced 
generics covered on insurance company or government 
formularies. 

This is in addition to behavioral health integration in to 
primary care, the opioid crisis, and physician duties tied 
to social determinants of health.  

There is no shortage of things to keep working on day 
after day as PCMS moves past 130 years.  

However, there’s also the vast possibilities of the next 130 
years for medicine in Pierce County to think about. What 
will Tacoma, Puyallup, Lakewood, University Place, Gig 
Harbor, Sumner, and every other neighborhood in the 
community look like in 2148? MDs and DOs keep coming 
out of medical school and enduring their internships and 
residencies to become the next generation of doctors. 
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“PCMS” from page 9

There’s little to suggest that this won’t continue in to the 
next century. The human body will keep needing physical 
and behavioral healing—and patients will want doctors 
and PAs to be among their caregivers.  

Right now we see all kinds of innovation in the way that 
care is being delivered. Telemedicine is vital but we also see 
doctors being dispatched by App to homes and businesses. 
We see businesses setting up their own in-office clinics to 
try to keep their workforce healthy and on the job. We see 
some businesses like Amazon, JP Morgan, and Berkshire 
Hathaway setting up their own company to offer an alterna-
tive to traditional insurance for their employees. Pharmacies 
are opening wellness clinics in their stores staffed by health 
professionals including doctors. Concierge medicine has 
doctors earning huge fees to steward patients though the 
complicated care process. Google (Alphabet) is just in the 
infancy of its efforts to become a big player in the health 
care field. With just these things afoot, it appears that within 
the next decade there will potentially be massive changes 
in the way health care is delivered, with the walls of a phy-
sician’s examination room in many cases being traded in for 
care at the home setting or at work.  

Pause to think about what a founding physician member 
of PCMS in 1888 would think of all of you today. They 
would be overwhelmed by the technology you have at 
your disposal even as you told them how some of that 
technology takes away from being able to focus on the 
patient. They would marvel at the progress of your knowl-
edge even as you might admit that we still have a long 
way to go in knowing all we need to know about human 
health. They would be stunned at the cathedrals on hills 
(built there originally to keep germs at bay) that are our 
modern medical centers even as you might tell them 
about how frustrating it is that those cathedrals can’t 
easily share data about specific patients between them. 
Mostly though, I think that you would talk with your col-

league from 1888 about your shared reasons for getting 
in to medicine to be healers and that each of you, in your 
own way, manage to find ways around obstacles and chal-
lenges to do what’s right for your patients.  I believe that 
you would find more in common than different visiting 
with founding members of PCMS from 1888.  

I believe that it will be so in 2148. Changes will have oc-
curred that will no doubt be as staggering as those that 
have happened since 1888. Yet, the motivation to heal, 
the ability to adapt and persevere, and the outcomes of 
lives improved as well as saved will be the same for you 
and your colleagues in 2148. Our tasks today are con-
tinued problem-solving, advocacy, education, promoting 
best practices, engaging with the community, and shar-
ing collegiality all with ongoing stewardship of the pro-
fession. Let that be our legacy looked back upon when 
PCMS celebrates its 260th birthday just as we recently 
looked back on the efforts of 13 decades of PCMS stew-
ards starting in 1888.

I think that with Aaron Pace, MD as our PCMS President 
for 2019 serving as an example of an early career phy-
sician who is mature and capable beyond his years and 
who is dedicated to his community-based professional or-
ganization, who is partners with his brother (another early 
career PCMS member), and who both follow as doctors in 
the footsteps of their father (also a PCMS member), the 
Society has every reason to be confident that there will 
continue to be leaders and members stepping forward in 
Pierce County to serve as stewards of the Pierce County 
Medical Society on its journey toward the 22nd Century. 
That journey will have many more milestones to celebrate 
serving a physician profession that must, absolutely must, 
remain robust and valued in the decades to come because 
patients will need your future peers in 2148 as much as 
they need you today--and as much as they needed our 
founders in 1888.  

While in Olympia on February 7, Bruce and Dr. Rajacich 
also attended the WSMA Legislative Summit. Behavioral 
health capacity, the B&O tax, and the smoking age are 
also top priorities for WSMA. Several active and retired 
physician members of PCMS also attended the Summit 
and visited with legislators from their own districts across 
Pierce County in meetings that WSMA scheduled on their 
behalf where they also focused on those three topics. 

“Olympia” from page 8
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Healthy babies, healthy families 
Early childhood experiences have a profound and long-lasting effect on an individual’s health. We support initiatives to 
improve early childhood support systems and reduce child abuse and neglect.

Help Me Grow is a cross sector initiative to reduce the number of Pierce County children entering the foster care system 
and drive down our rates of low birth weight.

We support continued funding of this evidence-based program that includes improved referral resources for medical 
providers. We also support the governor’s proposal to add universal home screening. The proposal includes funding for 
specialized nurses to conduct in-home assessments and referral for services to requesting parents with newborns between 
3 and 12 weeks of age.

Tobacco 21 and Behavioral Health system reform
Smoking remains a leading cause of death, so we support efforts to raise the legal purchasing age to 21. We also support 
a comprehensive behavioral health system to reduce rates of substance use, anxiety, depression, child abuse and neglect 
and suicide.

Read my blog about our 2019 Legislative Priorities, especially Foundational Public Health Services, at https://www.tpchd.
org/Home/Components/Blog/Blog/20808/333. 

“Priorities” from page 7

Federal advocacy:
•	 Access to care
•	 HIT interoperability
•	 EHR streamlining
•	 Reduced administrative burdens
•	 HIPPA reform
•	 Funding for additional residency slots
•	 Incentives for new physicians to choose behavioral 

health and primary care
•	 Debt relief and assistance for new physicians
•	 Social Determinants of Health
•	 Care Coordination
•	 Insurance and pharmaceutical industry oversight
•	 Quality/Outcomes metrics and Payment Reform
•	 Health literacy
•	 Opioid crisis

PCMS Advocacy and Practice Success/
Education Priorities for 2019

State advocacy:
•	Medicaid reimbursement
•	Opioid crisis
•	Balance billing flexibility—opposition to efforts to ban 

balance billing
•	Liability
•	Behavioral health resources
•	Behavioral health integration
•	Social Determinants of Health
•	Care Coordination
•	Opposition to new taxes on physician services through 

business and occupancy tax increases

Practice success/education:
•	 Social Determinants of Health
•	 Physical/Behavioral Health Integration
•	 Continued transformation toward payment for value 

and quality 
•	 Communication and information sharing within health 

systems
•	 Physician role in emerging care delivery innovations
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I am impressed with the 
claims department, and their 
ability to find the best 
experts. If I have to go 
to trial and defend my care 
I’m happy to have renowned 
experts standing with me.
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