By Bill Hess
Tundrs Times
There is a shortage of nurses

at the Indian Health Service
hospitals in Bethel and Sitka’s
Mount Edgecumbe as the result
of a hiring freeze ordered by
the U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services. While
conditions are not yet critical,
they could become so if the
situation lasts much longer.

The freeze, which affects the
IHS nationwide, was ordered
after U.S. District Court Judge
James von der Heydt ruled
that the Indian Preference Act

* had been violated in a six-year-

.0ld Fairbanks case. In that

* case, Lillian Preston, an Atha-

bascan from Nenana, had ap-
plied for a job as a social
worker for the IHS but was
rejected because she did not
have a master’s degree.

»+ Von der Heydt muled that
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Vgecumbe High Schiool shovels snow off a fishislg bost before heading
out on a seal hunt, The BIA hcarding schouL faces an uncertain future. (Tundra Times

fﬂc photo by Bill Hess)
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*the tealth service had not es-

fablished hiring standards “re.
flecting the special needs of In-
~ and that by using
civil service standards it vio-
lated the Indian Preference
Act.

Under the Act, skills such as
the ability to communicate
with patients in their Native
tongue and cultural under-
standing are given weight along
with educational requirements.

The result of the hiring
freeze is that in Bethel, 12 of
37 authorized nursing positions

are vacant and cannot be
filled, according to Robert
Olver, Personnel officer in
Anchorage. There are seven va-
cancies at Mount Edgecumbe
out of 54 authorized posi-
tions, Olver said.

In Bethel, this has resulted
in head nurses involved in su-
pervisory tasks pulling shifts
and helping with patient care,
although they would not nor-
mally do so. In addition, Olver
said, three temporary duty
nurses have been called in
from a nursing pool in An-
chorage.

While the situation is at
least temporarly under con-
trol, Olver said, and nurses are
not being required to work
great amounts of overtime
which c¢ould lead to fatigue,
nurses tend to have a high turn-
over rate. The number of emp
ty positions could grow,

There is not vet a nursing
crisis at the Alaska Native Med-
ical Center in Anchorage, but
there is a troublesome shortage
of lab technicians. “The prob-
lem is that when the freeze was
imposed, we were in the pro
cess of recruiting three vacan-
cies in the lab,” explained Dr.
Charles H. Nielson, medical
director at the center. “In one
week, we will lose a fourth
technologist, which will leave
us with about three<quarters ol
our normal staft.”

(Continued on Page Six)
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