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a&m rolls
over baylor
ryan Tannehill
throws for 6 TDs
as Texas a&m
whips baylor
55-28. In austin,
No. 6 oklahoma
state tops Texas
38-26. PAGE C1
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Home
ex-Texans
fullback
vonta leach
says the team
gave him no
choice but to
leave via free
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CATCHING ON: Texas A&M receiver
Ryan Swope (25) hauled in four TD
passes in the Aggies’ win Saturday.

Some emS companieSaretaking
medicare —andtaxpayerS— foraride

Nick de la Torre : CHRONICLE

CARAVAN OF CARE?: Ambulances line up for patient transport at Continuum Clinic, now part of Westbury Community Hospital, in late 2010. Taxpayers
often pay for the ride, even though the passengers may not require it or know why it is being done.

Early each morning, pri-
vate ambulances charged
toward a leafy Tomball sub-
division where, for a hefty
price to taxpayers, patients

are dispatched to psychi-
atric “therapy” in a brown
brick house where two por-
table potties are perched in
the driveway.

The ambulances are but
specks among hundreds of
emergency medical vehicles
across Harris County mak-

ing millions of dollars off
the poor, the sick and the
mentally vulnerable, wheth-
er they need a costly EMS
lift or not.

Medicare and the Ameri-
can public pay for the ride —
dubiously and often — billed
to the U.S. government as
trips of medical necessity
to “clinics” or “hospitals,”
a Houston Chronicle inves-
tigation has found. Much
of it fueled by the daily
trafficking of the mentally
ill and fragile to so-called
therapy programs in aging

strip malls, mid-rises and
residential neighborhoods.

Many of the patients are
neither physically debili-
tated nor confined to a sick
bed. They are not headed to,
or coming from the hospi-
tal, and there is no medical
emergency.

Their reason for traveling
in an ambulance — equipped
with a driver, a medical
technician, a gurney, a defi-
brillator and red sirens — is
a mystery even to some of
them.

By TERRI LANGFORD
HOUSTON CHRONICLE

Ambulance firms are making
millions off the poor, the sick and
the mentally vulnerable, whether
they need a costly EMS lift or not

»The mental
health clinics
across Harris
County that
are making
millions from
Medicare

COMING
MONDAY

Exclusively
in print and
on the iPad

$488million
Medicare funds paid to private
EMS in Harris County over a
six-year period ending in 2010

333
Number of private EMS com-
panies in Harris County under
review last year by Medicare

$62 million
Medicare funds paid to
private EMS in Harris
County in 2009

$7 million
Medicare funds paid
to private EMS in New
York City in 2009

397
Number of private
EMS companies
in Harris County

Please see EMS, Page A23

First of two parts

Arctic
oil is
luring
majors

As the global hunt for
oil gets tougher, the icy
expanse of the Arctic — one
of the last frontiers left for
exploration — is looking
more attractive to some
producers.

Indeed, oil and gas ac-
tivity in areas north of the
Arctic Circle could grow
considerably in the com-
ing years as several major
oil companies aim to move
forward with exploration
plans and others weigh
whether they should fol-
low suit.

While it may be too ear-
ly to call it a boom, there
are clear signs of a building
trend.

In August, Exxon Mo-
bil Corp. and Russia’s Ros-
neft announced a sweeping
deal to explore offshore oil
fields in the RussianArctic.
Earlier this year, Norway’s
Statoil made a major dis-
covery in the Barents Sea,
marking a turning point for
the area. Meanwhile, Shell
hopes to begin a contro-
versial drill-
ing program
off the north-
ern coast of
Alaska by
next summer,
British firm
Cairn Energy
continues its so-far-un-
fruitful search off the coast
of Greenland and others
are eyeing portions of the
Canadian Arctic.

“We’ll see more (Arctic)
activity than we’ve seen
in the past,” said David
Hobbs, chief energy strate-
gist with IHS-Cambridge
Energy Research Associ-
ates. “But given that the
past has been a pretty low
baseline, that’s not as great
a statement as it might
sound.” Major discoveries,

Technology,•
high prices fuel
the rush north

By BRETT CLANTON
HOUSTON CHRONICLE

Exclusively
in print and
on the iPad

Please see ARCTIC, Page A21

Vitamin pills don’t
hold up to scrutiny

Americans have cut back
on all manner of spending
during the recession, from
dining out to flat-screen
televisions, but one non-
essential line of products
has thrived: vitamin sup-
plements.

The industry, which be-
gan taking off in the mid-

1990s, brought
in $9.6 billion
in the U.S. last
year, up from
$7.2 billion in
2005. Its pop-
ularity is gen-
erally considered a testa-
ment to the almost religious
belief some people have
that vitamins can prevent
disease and extend life.

By TODD ACKERMAN
HOUSTON CHRONICLE

Exclusively
in print and
on the iPad

Please see VITAMIN, Page A21

Prices, items and offers effective thru Tuesday, October 18, 2011. So that all of our customers can take advantage of our outstanding prices, we reserve the right to limit quantities. None sold to dealers, restaurants or other resale establishments. Copyright 2011. KROGER TEXAS L.P. www.kroger.com

Strip
Steaks

USDA Select, Bone-In, Beef Loin,
Super Value Pack

Limit 2 with Additional $10 Purchase

$377
With
Card lb

T-Bone
Steak

USDA Select, Beef Loin,
Super Value Pack

Limit 2 with Additional $10 Purchase

$399
With
Card lb

Grilling Favorites

Created on Adobe Document Server 2.0

age of our outstanding prices, we reserve the right to limit quantage of our outstanding prices, we reserve the right to limit quanttntaage of ourur o t t dd ng p i s w, e re rve ththe r hh tototo it qququaage of of our our o tutstutsttst diandianding png pricecericer s ws ws, we ree ree reservservserv the the the th ie rie rie ri htghtghtght lt lto lto lto lii itimitimitimit qququauann

plus MORE!
LOW PRICES

$49 for $1200 toward braces or Invisalign treatment (6 providers, 9 locations) Buy today at chron.com/dailydeal



Sunday, October 16, 2011 ¬¬¬ HOUS TON CHRON I C L E A 2 3THE JUMP PAGE

EMS:Able-bodied passengers get transported
Yet,theunabatedgrowth

of this enormous EMS in-
dustry — 397 companies in
Harris County alone — has
allowed the nation’s larg-
est insurance provider for
the elderly and disabled to
morph into a virtual ATM,
the Chronicle’s examina-
tion of Medicare billings
shows.

By the federal govern-
ment’s own rules, many
of these EMS transports
should not qualify for fed-
eral dollars.

The financial conse-
quence: Nearly $500 mil-
lion in Medicare dollars
have flown into the hands
of private EMS operators
in Harris County over a six-
year period — $62 million
in 2009.

Not even New York City
came close to matching
the cost. Its Medicare bill
for private transports that
year: $7 million.

But this isn’t about one
ambulance, one psychiatric
program or one mentally
fragile Texan.

It’s about churning up
money in America’s fourth
largest city, using tax dol-
lars to feed a ravenous
machine.

Six days a week
Twenty-three-year-old

Daniel McCall answers the
front door of his north-
west Houston apartment
standing in stocking feet,
fresh off an EMS ride from
Tomball’s Cadwalder Be-
havioral Clinic, dubbed a
Community Mental Health
Center by the federal gov-
ernment.

He is just back from
therapy, or in his words, a
place where “they just fed
us junk food ... we watch
TV and stuff.”

No, he is not bedrid-
den or physically disabled.
In fact, he easily ambles
about his apartment,
sometimes deliberately
darkened because he says
his caretaker, who handles
his money, has complained
about the power bill.

He doesn’t know why
he goes to therapy, why
he rode in an Urgent Re-
sponse ambulance or who
pays for it, only that one
was sent to pick him up ev-
ery day, except on Sunday.

Medicare’s rules say
taxpayer dollars should
not be used for ambulance
services unless it’s “medi-
cally necessary and rea-
sonable” or should never
be used when “some other
means of transportation
other than an ambulance
could be used without en-
dangering the individual’s
health.”

In a region that leads
the nation in the number
of EMS operators, vehicles
and Medicare payments,
the Chronicle’s observa-
tion of EMS companies
over the past year repeat-
edly found able-bodied
passengers transported by
ambulance from home to
therapy and back.

McCall’s trip has taken
him on a 25-mile trek from
his apartment in north-
west Houston up Tomball
Parkway, past the neigh-
borhood Valero, and east
toward Quinn Road to the
Cadwalder Behavioral
Clinic, the three-bedroom
house with portable toilets
in the driveway. Visits to
Cadwalder found a steady
stream of EMS vehicles
picking up and dropping
off dozens of people.

“Best place in Tomball
to have a heart attack,”
jokes neighbor RoyWoods,
tilting his head as the EMS
vehicles — sometimes as
many as five or more —
turn down the street and
head toward the house.

Lyndy Ingram, co-own-
er of Cadwalder, said the
ambulances are not ar-
ranged by the clinic, but
by personal care home op-
erators or home health
care businesses.

“We have had them
show up randomly,” she
said. “We have had them
drop off patients who
haven’t had medical bene-
fits. I don’t know how they
(EMS) get reimbursed.”

In EMS Medicare bill-
ing records, the suburban
setup is documented as a
“hospital,” a “clinic” or
a “partial hospitalization
program.”

In McCall’s case, the
ambulance ride was ar-

ranged by Brenda Tillman,
who in 2008 and 2009 was
cited for keeping mentally
incapacitated adults in an
unlicensed living center in
her home on Cactus Forest
Drive, not far from Mc-
Call’s apartment.

When contacted,
Tillman denied McCall
used ambulances. When
it was pointed out that
the Chronicle saw him get
into the ambulance at Cad-
walder’s Crescent Drive
property that delivered
him to his apartment, she
insisted he used it on a
trial basis and no money,
Medicare or otherwise, ex-
changed hands.

“They (ambulance com-
panies) get it set up and
come around and trans-
port them to that facility,
wherever they need to go,”
she said.

The ambulance com-
pany’s owner also insisted
she had no patient match-
ing McCall’s name. But
Medicare was charged
twice that day for trips
to and from Cadwalder.
Privacy laws prevent the
Chronicle from obtaining
specific data about Mc-
Call’s journey.

Urgent Response has
collected nearly $800,000
from Medicare since
2005.

Waiting for the ride
On a 90-degree summer

day with heat blasting off
the asphalt, 54-year-old
Alvin Zarker has parked
himself on a coveredwood-
en bench in the back park-
ing lot of a Sharpstown
mid-rise.

“I’m waiting for my am-
bulance,” he offers, on this
day provided by Heights
EMS.

He can’t say why he
rides in an ambulance.
Only that Medicare pays
for it.

“It’s an arrangement
between the (assisted liv-

ing facility) owner and the
EMS,” he said.

Lumbering and heavy-
set, he lives at St. Francis
Health Care Services, an
assisted living facility in
southwest Houston.

David Opara, who owns
the 10-bed facility, said of
the ambulances, “Some-
times we look at the phone
book and sometimes the
ambulance people leave
their business cards on the
door.”

Zarker exited his four-
hour mental health thera-
py session at the Bellaire
Care Clinic with the aid of
a walker.

“They have catered-in
food,” Zarker said, tell-tale
signs of spaghetti stains
still visible on the neckline
of his polo shirt. “We used
to have junk food.”

Only Medicare can de-
termine whether people
like McCall and Zarker are
eligible for an EMS ride.

Medicare requires am-
bulance companies to ob-
tain a “physician certifi-
cation statement” for pa-
tients who receive trans-
ports. Those statements
are supposed to explain
why the patient needs
them.

After a request by the
Chronicle to view those re-
cords — essentially a pre-
scription to ride at taxpay-
er’s expense — Medicare
officials conceded they are
never submitted to the fed-
eral agency. Instead, EMS
providers need only keep
them on file.

“Ambulance provid-
ers are not required to
submit the physician cer-
tification statement form

when submitting a claim,”
wrote David Wright, the
Centers for Medicare and
Medicaid Services’ acting
deputy administrator for
the Texas region, in a letter
to the Chronicle.

The Bellaire Care Clinic
Zarker visited in a small
second-story office be-
longs to Dr. Gurdip But-
tar. Medicare records show
Buttar last year was paid
$1.2 million worth of psy-
chiatric services through
his South Texas Health
Services business listed at
the same address.

Calls placed to Buttar
for comment were not re-
turned.

Medicare officials have
declined to comment about
the Texas ambulance in-
dustry or its role in over-
payments. But the agency
has been keenly aware of
something askew for more
than two decades.

Earlier this month,
Medicare’s billing contrac-
tor for Texas, TrailBlazer
Health Enterprises, issued
a warning to ambulance
companies that it has
“targeted non-emergency
ambulance transports in
Texas” as its number one
problem since 2007. This
year, it randomly sampled
100 Texas EMS claims.
The error rate was nearly
80 percent.

Even last November,
TrailBlazer was citing the
very transports document-
ed for this story, EMS
rides to and from homes:
“From a medical necessity
standpoint, if the patient
had recovered sufficiently
to allow him or her to
be discharged to home, in

most cases, an ambulance
transport would not be re-
quired,” the report stated.

“I think it’s safe to
say that the system down
there is out of control and
it’s the Wild West,” said
David Taylor, president of
the Tyler-based Texas Am-
bulance Association.

Billing problems
In 2010, records show,

333 EMS companies were
the subject of reviews by
Medicare in Harris County
because of billing irregu-
larities or mistakes, the
Chronicle’s investigation
found.

“We believe that there’s
kickbacks going back and
forth to purchase patients
and that’s really the main
connection that we’ve seen
from an investigative law
enforcement angle,” said
Joseph Prekker, the U.S.
Health and Human Ser-
vices’ top agent for the Of-
fice of Inspector General in
Houston.

“You have ambulance
companies sometimes pay-
ing the patients to ride in
the ambulance,” he said.
“You have personal care

homes selling patient in-
formation to either the am-
bulance company or the
CMHCs (Community Men-
tal Health Centers). It’s
kind of like a circle. (Some)
CMHCs are paying the am-
bulance companies to bring
the patients.”

Buried deep inside
a 2008 federal criminal
court case, transcripts and
records document the ever-
escalating quest for Medi-
care dollars by the Hous-
ton EMS industry and the
parade of transports that
initially targeted kidney di-
alysis patients.

The case, a culmination
of a federal investigation
that started in 2003, unrav-
eled a conspiracy of kick-
backs, fraud and the hunt
for patients with Medicare
benefits, many of whom
didn’t need an EMS ride
and others who were ficti-
tious characters created by
cunning EMS and health
care providers.

Records documented
EMS companies swarming
a dialysis center waiting
room and fighting over cli-
ents, so much so that one
Houston doctor scripted
an edict banning solicita-
tion.

“We had a lot of solici-
tation of the EMS among
each other’s patients ..,”
Dr. Shatish Patel, the di-
rector of the Beechnut
Dialysis Center, testified
at the trial of two Hous-
ton men accused of fraud.
“They (ambulancedrivers)
used to have arguments
in there. So, we asked
them that you bring your
patient, you take your pa-
tient with you, but don’t
try to look for another

CONTINUED FROM PAGE A1

NICK de la TORRE PHOTOS : CHRONICLE

LEAVING THE AMBULANCE: An elderly man exits an Americare United EMS ambulance at the Kashmere Garden
Residential Care Facility in Houston in July.

ENTERING THE CAR: After leaving the ambulance, the man makes his way to another car
parked at the Kashmere Garden Residential Care Facility. A Chronicle review repeatedly found
able-bodied passengers transported by private ambulance to medical facilities.

Please see CARE, Page A24

ON THE RISE
Medicare payments to
non-emergency ambulances
in the United States from
2002-2009:

$2.5

2.0

1.5

1.0

0.5
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billion

’02 ’03 ’04 ’05 ’06 ’07 ’08 ’09

$936.9
million

$2.1
billion

Source: Centers
for Medicare and
Medicaid Services
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CARE: Records fail to note why transport is needed
patient.”

At the time, the FBI
and federal regulators were
closing in on fraudulent
billings by EMS transports,
or as Patel conceded, “We
were finding so many of
our patients riding ambu-
lance service they did not
require and there was quite
an investigation going on at
that time, also.”

Among the patients
was a woman who suffered
from renal failure, diabe-
tes, asthma and depres-
sion — but who managed
to walk each day to a clinic
from her home less than a
mile away.

Another woman, ac-
cording to records, was
regularly transported by
EMS, even though she rode
to church in her brother-
in-law’s “old little truck,”
and used her walker to
shop at Walmart.

The conspiracy, prose-
cutors argued, was cooked
up by the owners of the
now-defunct Americare
EMS: Mazem and Weslam
Abdallah, two brothers
from New Orleans who
came to Houston after
Hurricane Katrina. Both
men went to prison for
conspiracy to commit
health care fraud after a
jury found that patients’
medical conditions did not
qualify them forMedicare-
reimbursed ambulance
transport.

Just this year, Kelvin
Washington, an adminis-
trator at a Sugar Land
nursing home, was arrest-
ed and accused of receiving
kickbacks from the Abdal-
lahs’ ambulance company
for providing patients.

He supposedly solicit-
ed fraudulent ambulance
prescriptions from unsus-
pecting doctors, though
some of the patients were
no longer nursing home
residents and others never
had been.

In return, Washington
is accused of receiving
commissions of $1,000 or
more and in one instance,
a $697.80 airline ticket for
a trip to Hawaii.

“At what point is this so
big that no one can handle
it anymore?” asked Daniel
Block, a former EMS ex-
ecutive, who filed a whis-
tle-blower’s lawsuit years
ago that exposed Texas
EMS operators offering
kickbacks to facilities in
exchange for Medicare and
Medicaid patient referrals.

Watched by the state
Off County Road 144

in Alvin, the first of three
Promise EMS vehicles
slides into the driveway of
a rural ranch-style house
at 4:30 in the afternoon.
An elderly woman emerg-
es, steps out of the ambu-
lance and shuffles to the
Desire to Live personal
care home, an unlicensed
care facility she shares
with others.

The women, some of
them frail, have been to
therapy at Cadwalder in
Tomball, a round trip of
135 miles, one they make
nearly every day.

According to state re-
ports, the home’s owner,
Wanda Butler, has been
illegally operating an as-
sisted living facility and
has been ordered to shut
down.

Though she wouldn’t
tell the Chronicle why the
women needed an ambu-
lance, she did tell state

investigators probing con-
ditions at the home that
none of the women are
physically incapacitated.

In fact, she adamantly
declared them competent
to care for themselves —
though she did decide they
needed a taxpayer-spon-
sored medical ambulance
each day.

The owner of Prom-
ise EMS, which gets paid

by Medicare to carry the
women, offered this ex-
planation: “They need to
be monitored around the
clock ... They go to a
program, a psych center,”
owner Egbe Ware said.

Not only did the Chron-
icle watch the women un-
load more than once, but a
state investigator did, too.

Last year, the investiga-
tor visited Cadwalder to

interview the women —
just as they were arriving
by ambulance.

“At approximately 10
a.m., residents … arrived
to the program in an am-
bulance,” the investiga-
tor wrote. “(Resident’s
name) was brought in on
a stretcher. The EMS said
that she was very weak.”

The investigator’s notes
detailed her interview

with one resident who was
“very unsteady and very
thin.” She noted she could
see the resident’s “bone
structure protruding in
her neck and shoulder.”
Another woman, the in-
vestigator reported, exited
yet a different ambulance
and walked to an office out
back.

But nothing in state
records indicates the in-

vestigator questioned why
one woman was traveling
65 miles to Cadwalder for
therapy if she was so weak,
or why the other was rid-
ing in an ambulance at all.

Medicare billing re-
cords show dozens of pick-
ups and drop-offs in the
same Alvin ZIP code as
the County Road 144 home
over the past 10 months,

CONTINUED FROM PAGE A23

Please see RIDES, Page A25

MEDICARE’S
RESPONSE
• Officials with the
federal Centers
for Medicare and
Medicaid Services
(CMS) repeatedly
declined to discuss
Houston’s private
ambulance industry
and its connection to
community mental
health centers.
• This year, CMS
announced that for the
first time, its billing
contractors will begin
unannounced visits to
EMS companies.
• This summer,
the Texas billing
contractor for
Medicare — TrailBlazer
Health Enterprises —
announced automatic
reviews of any
ambulance company
who takes a dialysis
patient to treatment
more than 12 times.
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with the cost to taxpayers
more than $1,000 for each
round trip.

Federal records show
Promise EMS has been
paid more than $1.5 mil-
lion by Medicare since
2005.

‘A pretty big barrel’
No one agency — not the

Texas Department of State
Health Services, the city
of Houston’s Health De-
partment nor the Centers
for Medicare and Medicaid
Services — has complete
regulatory control of pri-
vate ambulances.

The state ofTexas issues
an EMS license to anyone
with an ambulance, a few
thousand dollars for fees
and licenses, basic emer-
gency equipment and a
post office box for an ad-
dress.

At least two people in
the ambulance are sup-
posed to have, at a mini-
mum, an emergency tech-
nician’s license.

Once licensed and per-
mitted, the companies
submit to a one-time in-
spection from the Centers
for Medicare and Medic-
aid Services, are issued a
provider number and can
submit claims for payment
and collect tax.

The city of Houston
requires another $1,000
for a permit, a sticker that
gives EMS vehicles access
to pick up patients inside
the city limits.

Only two city EMS in-
spectors are charged with
monitoring safety on the
nearly 1,000 ambulances,
including whether equip-
ment is operating proper-
ly. That’s one inspector for
every 500 ambulances.

“It’s a pretty big bar-
rel,” Houston EMS safety
inspector Chris Hoff says
of the violators who, be-
cause of their sheer num-
bers, are able to elude
detection.

In two hours conduct-
ing random inspections in
the parking lot of a kidney
dialysis center,Hoff picked
off at least six companies
with expired ambulance
permits, expired Texas li-
cense plates, Epi-Pens past
their expiration dates and
heart defibrillators with-
out working batteries.

Stream of ambulances
“At the end of the day,

who is responsible?” asked
Elia Gabbanelli, who along
with her husband owns an
accordion store in south-
west Houston. “These are
tax dollars.”

For more than a year,
Elia and Mike Gabbanelli

witnessed with troubled
fascination the private am-
bulances streaming into
the parking lot of the strip
center at 4975 West Bell-
fort.

On any given day, doz-
ens of “patients” emerged
from the EMS vehicles and
headed to a sign-less build-
ing tucked behind a Kroger
grocery store.

Clients, they said,
roamed through the park-
ing lot, even stopping in
their store. They called the
Texas health department’s

ambulance inspection
team to complain about
the high volume of ambu-
lances, but no one called
them back.

Yet again, the unmis-
takable routine: EMS ve-
hicles congregate in the
pot-holed parking lot, first
in the morning for drop-
off, later for pickup.

The deposited patients,
many walking, saunter
into the building for treat-
ment.

When asked about the
ambulances, Ann Castillo,
facility manager of Be-
havioral Medicine, which
operated the clinic, said
patients arrange the EMS
transport.

A few days after the
Chronicle’s visit, however,
the West Bellfort build-
ing had been inexplicably
vacated, the ambulances
equally vanished.

“They don’t really go
away,” said Prekker of the
U.S. Office of the Inspec-
tor General.

They just move some-
place else.

terri.langford@chron.com
Twitter: @TLChron
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TEXAS EMS
BY THE NUMBERS

Houston
San Antonio
Dallas
Austin

348
30
8
3

397
31
25
13
69
58

Harris
Bexar
Dallas
Brazoria
Fort Bend
Hidalgo

Cities Private EMS

Counties

Source: Texas Department
of State Health Services

CHRONICLE

Texas total 877

REPEATED
WARNINGS
1987:• U.S. Department

of Health and Human
Services’ Office of
Inspector General finds
Medicare is paying too
much for ambulance
services.

1994:• DHS’ inspector
general’s sampling
of dialysis-related
ambulances found that
70 percent were not
medically necessary.

1998:• Two-thirds of
sampled ambulance
transports did not meet
Medicare’s coverage
requirements.

2006:• Investigators
reviewing 2002 claims
find 25 percent did not
meet requirements,
resulting in $402
million in improper
payments.

2008:• TrailBlazer,
Medicare’s billing
contractor, issues
warning: “Medicare pays
$38 million per year
to Texas ambulance
suppliers related to
excess services per
beneficiary” much of
which “is not justifiable
on the basis of the
patients’ conditions.”

2010:• “Non-emergency
ambulance transports
in Texas are the number
one problem TrailBlazer
is targeting,” the firm
noted.

2011:• TrailBlazer
advises that patients
who can be transported
in another way do not
qualify for Medicare.

MELISSA PHILLIP : CHRONICLE

ON THE JOB: Chris Hoff, an EMS inspector with the City of Houston Health Department,
prepares to make a surprise inspection in August of one of the many ambulances lined up to
load and unload patients at a medical facility.

Doctors who oversee
EMS firms sanctioned

A rocky six years dogged
Houston physician Benja-
min Echols even before his
February indictment for
fraud and accusations that
he accepted kickbacks from
a home health care compa-
ny that earned $6.4 million
in Medicare payments.

Yet, a Houston Chroni-
cle investigation found the
62-year-old gastroenterolo-
gist still keeps watch over
nine private Emergency
Medical Services ambu-
lance companies that also
collected Medicare money
— at least $19.4 million in
the past five years.

Echols is one of dozens
of local doctors known as
“medical directors,” whose
job it is to make sure that
EMS companies follow
proper medical standards.

Before his indictment,
Echols had been cited by
the Texas Medical Board
for poor record keeping,
failure to manage patient
pain medications and help-
ing a patient defraud the
state’s worker’s compensa-
tion program. At one point,
the state forced Echols to
pay $7,500 in fines, attend
classes about how to do his
job and assigned a doctor to
watch over him.

But as long as he has
a valid physician’s license,
which he does, he can con-
tinue to serve as medical
monitor for ambulance
companies.His attorney de-
clined to comment.

Up to $2,500 amonth
In the greater Houston

area, where hundreds of
private EMS companies
have collected nearly $500
million in federal dollars
over the last five years, the
job of medical director has
turned into a lucrative in-
dustry of its own.

The doctors who work
for the nearly 400 EMS
companies are paid any-
where from $800 to $2,500
a month for the services,
the Chronicle found. In
some cases, just one round
trip EMS transport — a
$1,000 check from taxpay-
ers — covers the cost.

Among other things,
medical directors supervise
“quality assurance” for the
companies.

But at least nine Hous-
ton doctors have faced sanc-
tions for everything from
defrauding the government
to improperly doling out
prescription drugs.

Despite a 12-year-license
suspension, Peter Okose
monitors three EMS com-
panies. In 2006, the state
board suspended his license
because his “continuation
in the practice of medi-
cine presented a continuing
threat to the public wel-
fare.”

Okose failed to maintain
proper records for 13 pa-
tients, failed to treat them
properly and prescribed
drugs improperly, accord-
ing to state board docu-
ments. He told the licensing
authority in 2006 he was
seeing up to 400 patients a
week, or 80 patients a day,
a “massive amount,” the
board found. The next year,
he violated the terms of his
suspension andwas ordered
to pay a $6,000 fine.

Fraudulent claims
Last year, Okose was

indicted for unlawful dis-
tribution of controlled sub-
stances and faces trial in
federal court. He still is
permitted to practice in a
limited way. Okose’s attor-
ney, Kent A. Schaffer said
his indictment does not in-
terfere with his duties as a
doctor and believes Okose
will be exonerated.

William Mack, a medi-
cal director for as many as
28 private ambulance com-
panies that have collected
at least $7.2 million since
2005, kept his license after
a medical board investiga-
tion revealed he had been
sued for fraudulent Medic-
aid claims in themid-1990s.
In one year, his income
increased by $500,000. He
was forced to repay the fed-
eral government more than
$1.4 million. It’s unclear if
the payment was made.

He also billed for pro-
cedures performed at his
“in-house” laboratory. The

board ordered him to com-
plete 120 hours of commu-
nity service and 10 hours of
medical education.

Mack did not return calls
for comment.

Medical directors ap-
prove an ambulance com-
pany’s medical “protocols”
— which guide emergency
medical technicians and
paramedics when they are
dealing with patients in
transit. They are required
to notify the Texas Depart-
ment of State Health Ser-
vices that they are working
for an EMS company but
need only provide proof of a
valid physician’s license.

$45million in 5 years
Other disciplined doc-

tors, according to state re-
cords, include:

• Donald Gibson, repri-
manded in 2008 for over-
prescribing painkillers, was
placed on supervision for
five years and ordered to re-
take the state’s test on legal
and regulatory issues. He
supervises five companies
in the Houston area.

• Donnie Evans, medical
director for two EMS com-
panies, was found in April
to have written narcotic
prescriptions for 15 patients
without documenting prop-
erly the need for the drugs.
He is under the supervision
of another physician for the
next three years.He says the
medical board penalty does
not tell the whole story.

“It had nothing to do
with the lack of documen-
tation. I was at a clinic
that wasn’t doing the right
thing,” Evans said. “So I
didn’t have the records to
support what I did.”

Evans says he gets paid
between $500 and $1,000
a month by each one, but
added, “Our roles are pri-
marily perfunctory ... We
review files. Not all the
files, no.”

• Emmanuel Mbanefo
Nwora, in June was ordered
to attend a course on medi-
cal record-keeping and risk
management and pay a
$500 fine for not main-
taining adequate medical
records when he examined
patients at a health fair at a
retirement community. He
has seven companies under
his supervision.

• Larry Lipscomb, who
monitors five companies,
has been sanctioned twice.
In 2000, he was fined
$2,000 for delegatingmedi-
cal duties to an unlicensed
person. In 2003, he was
ordered back to class for
record-keeping and risk
management courses.

• Dudley Ross directs
seven through his company,
Qwest Inc. He was found to
have submitted a falsified
medical malpractice insur-
ance certificate to his em-
ployer and was sanctioned
by the state board and or-
dered to pay a fine.

“That issue with the
board has been cleared,”
Ross said. “That (the sanc-
tion) had nothing to dowith
it (his EMSoperation). That
was totally separate.”

Gibson, Mbanefo Nwora
and Lipscomb did not re-
turn calls for comment.

Taken together, the com-
panies these eight doctors
now supervise have collect-
ed more than $45 million in
Medicare dollars over the
past five years.

Scott Rivenes, who oper-
ates TitusMedical Services,
supervises more companies
than any other doctor: 71.
He has no disciplinary re-
cord and says he reviews
run records every month.
In the last five years, he has
been hired by as many as
96 companies, which were
paid at least $87.1million by
Medicare.

“Deviations are report-
ed to me and feedback is
given to the companies,”
said Rivenes, who also is an
emergency room physician
in Sugar Land. “As a tax-
payer, I am of course wor-
ried about any fraudulently
billed claim to Medicare,
whether wheelchair, home
health or unneeded EMS
transport.

“If I becomeaware of any
illegal activities, I would
immediately terminate the
relationship and turn over
that information to the ap-
propriate agency.”

terri.langford@chron.com
yang.wang@chron.com

By TERRI LANGFORD
and YANGWANG
HOUSTON CHRONICLE
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CASH FOR HOUSES
Texas Home Buyers
281-864-0006

300+ Travel Trailers, Camp
Houses, and Modular Cottages.

1,2,&3 BR Units, Many in
Excellent Condition.

NO MINIMUM PRICES!
Sat Oct 22 @ 10am Carencro, LA
Online Bidding Available

www.hendersonauctions.com
225.686.2252

Buyer’s Premium Applies Lic#136

PUBLIC AUCTION

AUCTION
REALESTATE

WED. NOV. 16TH @ 2PM
84.76 AC Commercial/Industrial
Land, Proposed Garrett Rd (off
Mesa Dr) NE Houston inside

Beltway Between Hwy 59 & 90
Call for info and Bid Packets
979-865-5468 or 979-865-3558
www.switzerauction.net
www.monkrealestate.com

5% Buyers Premium
Switzer Auction Services TXS 7342
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