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LUNENBURG — Laboratory services at the hospital here have reached a "critical stage" due to a severe shortage of lab technologists, says the head of the South Shore district health authority.

Kevin McNamara said fatigued staff are at risk of burning out and making mistakes because they’re working so hard.

He said a short-term fix, effective Nov. 13, is to continue blood collection in Lunenburg but have samples analyzed at South Shore Regional Hospital in Bridgewater.

"It had reached a critical stage in that we are not able to continue to provide a regional laboratory service without additional staffing at (South Shore Regional)," Mr. McNamara writes in a report to the board.

The Lunenburg hospital has been short four lab techs since June because of retirements and staff moving away.

"We’re not the only ones dealing with this," said Mr. McNamara, explaining it’s a national problem. For example, Capital Health’s lab is down six technologists, he said.

Mr. McNamara expects the situation to improve now that the province has resumed offering the lab technology course at the Nova Scotia Community College in Dartmouth. The two-year program takes 26 students annually. South Shore Health has a student taking the course who will work for two years in the district after graduating.

Mr. McNamara said only lab-testing services are temporarily relocating from Lunenburg to Bridgewater.

"All equipment (in Lunenburg) will be left on-site and maintained."

He said the impact will mainly be felt in the ER "when it comes to stat samples, which means they need to be tested as soon as possible."

In those cases, blood will be picked up within 20 minutes and taken to Bridgewater for analysis. Regular samples will be picked up twice a day. 

Results are sent electronically to the doctor.

"There has been concern raised by physicians in Lunenburg and that’s fair. They’re not sure how it’s going to work out for them," Mr. McNamara said.

He said some lab tests are already done in Halifax and Yarmouth without problems.

"We believe it will work," he said, adding the new system will be monitored to ensure there are no problems.

Lunenburg Mayor Laurence Mawhinney is hosting a luncheon of county mayors and wardens Wednesday to talk about how they can help attract health-care workers to the area.

He said they will not offer money to entice people to the area. "We don’t want to get into a bidding war. 

"It’s about how we sell this region of Nova Scotia as a desirable one."
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