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A free ride to health care in Heidelberg
By Phil Tegtmeier

ERMC Public Affairs Office

For Soldiers coming back to Germany from Operation Iraqi Freedom, health care is available to fix the nagging physical ailments Soldiers typically put up with so they won’t let their buddies down. Many returning 1st Brigade, 1st Armored Division Soldiers are receiving that care from the U.S. Army Hospital in Heidelberg.
The trick facing health care providers was finding a way to bring in patients from outlying clinics to receive much of that care.
To keep soldiers off the roads and hold TDY costs down, Europe Regional Medical Command (ERMC) officials, including headquarters and medical treatment facility staffs, put together a centralized bus transportation program. Buses and vans will shuttle Soldiers to Heidelberg from outlying hubs. Instead of driving to Heidelberg, most Soldiers will simply report to the TRICARE Service Center at their local clinic and arrange a free ride. The program will expand to cover areas where more Soldiers will be returning from desert duty over the next six months.
“As Soldiers go through the redeployment process, they receive a medical screening,” said Lt. Col. Mark C. Wilhite, deputy commander for administration, U.S. Army Medical Department, Heidelberg. He said if the screening at the Soldier’s home station indicates the Soldier will need treatment that is not available locally, the local Army clinic staff will schedule appointments with the Heidelberg health care providers. At that time, the Soldier will also be scheduled for the bus or shuttle transportation. On the day of the appointment, the appointment slip is the Soldier’s ticket to getting on the bus.
“The way the contracts work, we need only 48 hours notice that a bus or van is needed,” said Maj. David Silver, the project officer from the ERMC logistics shop. Silver worked out the details of the money side of the cost-saving bus program. Initially, he looked at troop densities in the areas where returning Soldiers are stationed. Then, he drew up a map of coverage areas to ensure any Soldier who lives more than one hour away from Heidelberg would have a bus or van ride available from a location not more than thirty minutes from the Soldier’s home.
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“The biggest benefits of this program are safety and accountability,” Wilhite said. “By using the scheduled transportation, units are not putting a large number of Soldiers on the autobahn to get to medical appointments. Additionally, a manifest is generated at each end of the trip to ensure proper accountability of the Soldier.”
The plan is in place and working at Friedberg within the 1st AD, said Capt. Adam Lofton, USAMH. “Christine Little at the TRICARE Service Center contacts the German transportation company every day, ensuring appointments are worked out at least 72 hours in advance. It’s people like her who are stepping up to do everything we can to make the program work for the Soldiers who need it.”
As more Soldiers return and complete the 30-day block leave period each unit receives, the plan will reach out to other areas throughout Germany. Nearly 10 spokes can be activated as the situation requires, Silver said. 
“What we’ve opened so far is for the Heidelberg footprint only. The Landstuhl Regional Medical Center and Wuerzberg clinics are not participating at this time.  Should the staffs there become overwhelmed, then we would expand the program,” Silver continued. “I don't want to leave the impression it (the free ride program) is open to all clinics in Germany, anytime,” he said. The program is only in place for Soldiers in units returning from Southwest Asia. 
“These Soldiers made extreme sacrifices in the desert,” said Wilhite, “and now they deserve our best efforts to get them world-class health care.” 
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