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KELSEY-SEYBOLD Health System is getting one step closer to encircling Houston with its full-service medical centers.

The Houston-based health care chain has four centers ringing the city. And last week, it broke ground in northwest Houston near the Hewlett-Packard Co. campus for a 61,000-square-foot center that will eventually be accompanied by an outpatient surgery clinic.

Like its medical center in Fort Bend County, this one will house a variety of specialties, including family medicine, orthopedics, obstetrics and gynecology, along with a full pharmacy and radiology department.

St. Luke's Hospital System also is planning a 12,000-square-foot minor emergency center on the 10-acre site.

The additions are a part of a master plan to have more than 50 percent of Kelsey-Seybold facilities outside the Beltway by 2010, where many Houstonians are migrating.

"We need to follow the population," said Dr. Spencer Berthelsen, chairman of the board for Kelsey-Seybold Medical Group. "As our population continues to suburbanize, so will we."

The new site will be in The Vintage, a master-planned community being developed by Kickerillo Development and Mischer Development. Walt Mischer, managing partner of Mischer Development, said the developers sought out Kelsey-Seybold because of its good reputation.

The neighborhood will feature custom homes starting at about $450,000, apartment complexes and shops similar to Uptown Park in the Galleria area.

"Health care is a very needed service," Mischer said. "It makes our properties more attractive to home buyers, retail shops and the like. When Kelsey was in the market to buy land for a new facility, we thought it would be a nice fit to

have a respected medical center in the area to address the needs of the community."

Kelsey-Seybold is projecting to spend $23 million on the complex, with an opening scheduled for fall 2008.

"When you walk into our facilities, what you will see is the branding," said Dr. Eric Peterson, co-managing physician of the Kelsey-Seybold Fort Bend Medical and Diagnostic Center.

"But the facilities are designed based on that community's particular needs."

This center will fold the 48 employees, 16 of whom are doctors at the Willowbrook office, into the Vintage location, and will add at least 32 more employees to double the staff. No jobs are expected to be lost, Berthelsen said.

Kelsey-Seybold is not alone in its push to the suburbs.

"Because of current growth rates in the southwest and northwest, we're moving out to serve them," said Andrew Cochrane, CEO of the nearby Methodist Willowbrook Hospital. "As the population grows, they expect to have the services close to them instead of having to drive to the Medical Center, and they should."

Analysts predict that this trend to supply communities with health facilities in closer proximity is on the upswing.

"It seems like a natural progression to follow the population growth," said David Jarvis, Houston director of MetroStudy, a housing market research firm. "And we have an explosive population growth in the suburban areas, so I would speculate that the health centers are following the people."

Though over-saturation could become a concern, clinic officials will monitor the situation and adjust as needed, one analyst said.

"That is something that these hospitals and medical centers are looking at," said Renee Burnham, market overview analyst for HealthLeaders-InterStudy, a managed care data and analysis firm. "If they notice that there is a bit of over-saturation, they will test the market with a smaller facility and use that as a gauge, but these health care systems are real careful about monitoring the competition."

Competing medical centers and hospitals acknowledge each other but recognize that for the time being there is plenty of business to go around.

"The competition is there," Cochrane said. "We know who the hospitals and medical centers are, but in a community like this we tend to share physicians."

	[Illustration]

	Photo: ENCIRCLING THE CITY: Keuntra Porter, left, talks to Dr. Eric Peterson, co-managing physician of the Kelsey-Seybold Fort Bend Medical and Diagnostic Center in Sugar Land, during a gynecological examination. The Kelsey-Seybold chain is expanding around the city, part of its strategy to follow the area's population.
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