
The Rural Community Hospital 
Demonstration and its impact on  
Columbus Community Hospital 

Columbus Community Hospital is a not-for-profit, acute 
care hospital in rural Nebraska. Since May 2005, it has  
participated in the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services 
Rural Community Hospital Demonstration Program, which is 
currently extended through April 2025.

To participate in this program, a hospital had to be located in 
a rural area, have fewer than 51 acute care inpatient beds, 
offer 24-hour emergency services and not be designated as 
a critical access hospital.

The purpose of the demonstration was to test cost-based  
reimbursement for small rural hospitals that were too small 
to survive under the inpatient prospective payment system, 
but too large to be critical access hospitals.

Thanks to its participation in the program, CCH has been  
better able to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic, make  
capital improvements, acquire new facilities and offer a  
growing number of services to its community.

Without the demonstration and the increased payments it  
provided, CCH may have had to cut back on some of its less 
profitable, but still valuable, services.

The demonstration provided CCH with the necessary funds 
to meet the growing health care needs of its community and 
the surrounding area.

•	 50 licensed beds, certified for swing beds.
•	 20 ambulatory outpatient beds. 
•	 24-hour emergency services; 
	 Level III Trauma Center.
•	 More than 900 employees.
•	 52 physicians in 14 medical specialties.
•	 Additional 15 specialty services from 
	 visiting physicians.
•	 9% of adults in the service area 
	 have no health care coverage.
•	 Revenues derived from Medicare and 
	 Medicaid patients.
	 o	 Insurance – 43.9%; 
			  Medicare – 39.2%; 
			  Medicaid – 9.2%; 
			  Self-pay – 5%; 
			  Medicare Advantage – 2.7%.
•	 Serves the city of Columbus 
	 (population: 24,028), Platte County, 
	 (approximately 67,220 people in total).

Columbus Community Hospital 
quick facts: 



During their first year in the program, hospitals that participated in the RCHD 
were paid using a cost-based payment system for acute inpatient stays. In their 
subsequent years in the demonstration, participating hospitals were paid based 
on trended acute inpatient costs.

Hospitals that participated in the RCHD received a payment for acute inpatient  
stays, as well as a payment for swing bed stays, whose payments were  
determined using a different method. A swing bed is an acute care bed that can 
be used to provide either acute or skilled nursing facility-level care. Hospitals 
that participated in the RCHD that had swing bed discharges were paid using 
the critical access hospital payment method, which substantially increased the 
payment they received compared to hospitals that did not participate in the 
demonstration.

Participating hospitals received varying payments through the RCHD based on 
a number of factors, including the hospital’s base year costs and whether or not 
it had swing beds.

•	 Increased payments.
•	 Improved operating, Medicare 
	 inpatient and total margins.
•	 Increased cash flow.
•	 Greater liquidity.
•	 Lower debt.
•	 Improved financial standing.	

Increased payments lead to 
hospital improvements 

Hospitals that participated in the RCHD 
reported that the increased payments 
they received as part of the program 
helped them:
•	 Restore or maintain hospital 
	 services.
•	 Add service lines.
•	 Recruit and retain staff.
•	 Improve care coordination and 
	 discharge planning.

Benefits of participating 
in the RCHD

How RCHD payments work

Hospitals that participated in the RCHD often saw increased Medicare  
inpatient payments compared to what they would have received outside the 
demonstration.

In fiscal year 2013, for example, the average hospital in the RCHD received 
payments that were 47% higher than what it would have received had it not 
participated in the demonstration. Those additional payments corresponded to 
about $3,715 more per discharge (including acute and swing bed discharges)  
and an additional $1.95 million more per hospital that year.

This increase in payments led to a variety of financial benefits for hospitals 
that participated in the demonstration, including CCH. Compared to similarly- 
sized, rural hospitals that did not participate in the RCHD, participating  
hospitals were found to have improved financial standing.

The RCHD payments also improved participating hospitals’ total margins and 
Medicare inpatient margins, compared to the hospitals’ pre-demonstration 
margins. Additionally, increased inpatient revenues from RCHD payments  
improved the hospitals’ profitability compared to other small, rural hospitals 
that did not participate in the demonstration.

The operating margins for RCHD hospitals were also found to be higher than 
those of similar, rural hospitals that did not participate in the demonstration. 
For example, between the fiscal years 2005 to 2009, RCHD hospitals had  
operating margins that were, on average, 12% higher than the operating margins  
of similarly-sized hospitals that did not participate in the demonstration. These 
improved operating margins provided RCHD hospitals with reduced budget 
constraints, increased cash flow and led to lower debt over time.

Financial benefits of RCHD participation  



Recruiting physicians 

How the RCHD benefits CCH patients:  

CCH is committed to actively recruiting 
and developing long-term relationships 
with physicians to meet the growing 
needs of the communities it serves. In 
the 2021-22 fiscal year, a total of 23 
physicians and 18 mid-level providers  
were successfully recruited. This  
includes providers in otolaryngology, 
orthopedics, mental health, cardiology 
and more. 

The hospital was able to recruit these 
physicians, in part, because of increased 
funding it received from the RCHD. This 
allowed it to offer incentives to attract 
top physicians, such as:
•	 Income guarantees.
•	 Sign-on bonuses.
•	 Loan forgiveness.
•	 Relocation packages.
•	 Convenient child care through the 
	 CCH Child Care Center.

RESPONSE TO COVID-19
Thanks in part to its participation in the RCHD, CCH was in a good financial  
position when the COVID-19 pandemic emerged in late 2019. CCH had the staff, 
resources and funds it needed to respond proactively and to adapt as the virus 
changed over time. 

CCH started its incident command for COVID-19 in February 2020 before a positive 
case of the virus was even confirmed in Nebraska. At that time, CCH also started  
working with community partners such as the East Central District Health Department 
to educate area residents about the virus and needed safety precautions. 

Early on, CCH implemented COVID-19 screenings for hospital visitors and restricted 
building access. In preparation for COVID-19-positive patients, CCH started securing 
personal protective equipment and additional ventilators. Special negative-pressure  
rooms were created for people who exhibited symptoms of COVID-19 or tested  
positive. 

Funding from the RCHD has been integral to our journey  
toward becoming a strong regional hospital.                                                                                                      
                                           ~ Michael Hansen, FACHE, CCH president & CEO

To protect the health and safety of its 
employees and patients, CCH started 
offering emergency administrative 
leave so employees could stay home  
if needed. A labor pool was also  
organized so CCH was able to reassign 
employees to other departments to 
ensure continuity of care for patients 
and employment for CCH staff. 

CCH set up a drive-thru assessment and testing site outside the hospital in spring 
2020. That May, CCH also started providing COVID-19 medical screenings in the 
community at local businesses and government offices. In June 2020, CCH further  
expanded on its COVID-19 testing options when it became a TestNebraska  
collection site. CCH served as a TestNebraska site until April 30, 2021. During that 
time, CCH staff members collected more than 9,000 swabs for the virus. 

In January 2021, CCH started working with the ECDHD to administer COVID-19 
vaccinations through a public clinic at the Family Resource Center at 3020 18th 
St. The first vaccinations were given to people who were 65 years or older and 

lived within the health department’s 
service area. Vaccination was soon 
opened to those 12 years and older, 
and then to children ages 5 to 11 in 
October 2021. 

As of March 2022, CCH has cared for 
more than 400 COVID-19 patients, 
and continues to provide the latest 
care to the community, including 
COVID-19 vaccines and monoclonal 
antibodies. 



Thanks to its involvement in the demonstration, CCH has been 
able to grow and improve its facilities through expansions,  
renovations and new construction.

How RCHD benefits CCH patients: 
Capital improvements 

RENOVATION AND EXPANSION PROJECT 
CCH recently completed a $35 million expansion and  
renovation project. The largest structural change as part of 
the project was a new, expanded surgical services area that 
was completed in October 2020. The hospital’s maternal  
child health department was also upgraded as part of the 
renovation, and the updated unit opened in early 2021.  
Several other areas of the hospital were also improved during 
the project, including the cardiopulmonary rehabilitation and 
radiology departments, the kitchen, staff offices, gift shop, 
chapel and cafeteria.	

SENIOR BEHAVIORAL HEALTH UNIT   
CCH added a senior behavioral health unit in fall 2021 which 
serves older adults who have mental health conditions such 
as depression, anxiety and bipolar disorder. The 10-bed unit 
is designed for 10-14 day stays.

CARDIAC CATHETERIZATION LAB 
CCH constructed a new cardiac catherization lab in 2021  
as part of its recent expansion and renovation project. The 
lab is fully equipped with advanced technology to perform 
minimally invasive tests and procedures that will diagnose 
and treat heart disease. In many cases, the presence of a 
cath lab at the hospital will eliminate the need to transport 
patients to another hospital for comprehensive cardiac care.

COLUMBUS WELLNESS CENTER
CCH built the 85,000-square-foot, $22 million Columbus 
Wellness Center in fall 2015, and the YMCA signed a 10-year  
lease for the facility’s fitness section. In this facility, CCH  
offers wellness and rehabilitation services alongside the  
YMCA’s health and fitness programs. The creation of the 
Columbus Wellness Center transformed the community’s 
health and wellness offerings. 

COLUMBUS FIELDHOUSE   
CCH broke ground on the Columbus Fieldhouse on Oct. 20, 
2021. The new sports complex/fieldhouse will integrate 
fitness, wellness, rehabilitation services and child care  
under one roof. It will include tennis courts, a football field, 
a soccer field, volleyball courts, basketball courts and a 
suspended track. CCH will manage and operate the facility, 
and the YMCA will also offer programs and activities there. 
The fieldhouse — which will be just north of the Columbus  
Wellness Center — is an extension of CCH’s mission to  
enhance community wellness.

CCH CHILD CARE CENTER
Funds from the demonstration helped CCH provide a  
convenient child care option for its staff and community  
members through its CCH Child Care Center. The 
14,000-square-foot, state-licensed child care facility can 
serve more than 100 children. It is open from 5 a.m. to 
7:30 p.m., Monday through Friday, and provides infant,  
toddler, preschool and school-age care.

SIMULATION LAB
CCH opened its simulation lab in 2012. The 2,000-square 
foot simulation lab is equipped with four lifelike simula-
tors: an adult, a pediatric patient, a birthing mother and a 
newborn. These simulators respond just as a human body 
would, dependent on oxygen, medications or intravenous 
fluids that are administered to them. They provide realistic 
training in a risk-free environment.

Additional capital improvements:

•	 Emergency department expansion.
•	 Women’s imaging center.
•	 Nuclear medicine remodel.
•	 Laboratory expansion and remodel.
•	 Energy efficiency project.
•	 HVAC improvements.
•	 Roof repairs.
•	 Patient accounts expansion.
•	 Pharmacy expansion.
•	 Orthopedics expansion and remodel.
•	 New maintenance building.
•	 Acute care unit and intensive care unit remodel.
•	 Orthopedics expansion and remodel.
•	 Sleep lab improvements.



How the RCHD benefits CCH patients: New equipment and technology
In addition to providing funds for capital improvements and 
new service lines, CCH’s participation in the RCHD also 
helped CCH fund equipment and information technology 
upgrades.

DIAGNOSTIC AND IMAGING EQUIPMENT UPGRADES 
As part of its 2019-21 renovation and expansion project, 
CCH was able to add new equipment and technology to its 
radiology department, including the: 
•	 Artis Q Ceiling System - a hybrid system that can 

be used for interventional radiology and cardiology  
procedures. It will allow CCH’s specialists to perform 
more procedures and treat more patients locally.

•	SOMATOM Definition Edge CT - a computerized  
tomography scanner that will result in shorter scan 
times and improved imaging. The addition of this CT 
scanner will allow CCH to schedule more interventional  
procedures, orthopedic planning and radiation therapy 
planning. It will also allow the hospital to see multiple 
patients during trauma cases and offer better support 
for CCH’s emergency medicine physicians and stroke  
patients. 

•	 MAGNETOM Altea 1.5T MRI - a magnetic resonance  
imaging machine that includes technology that will 
adapt, anticipate and accelerate exams with greater  
image quality.

•	 MAMMOMAT Revelation 3D Tomo/Biopsy Digital  
Mammography System - a system that performs  
tomosynthesis scans with an angle range of 50 degrees, 
the widest on the market. This system will allow CCH’s 
medical professionals to see more patients for annual 
screening mammograms, especially during high-traffic 
times.

•	 CT upgrade - CCH recently upgraded the hardware and 
software of its existing CT scanner and upgraded to a 
higher power generator. These updates will improve  
image quality. 

•	 Altea 1.5T MRI - This magnetic resonance imaging  
machine includes technology that will adapt, anticipate 
and accelerate exams while providing greater image  
quality. This means quicker scans for brain, spine,  
shoulder, hip, knee, ankle and other exams. 

DAVINCI ROBOTICS
CCH’s board of directors recently acquired the da Vinci® Xi 
robotic system, a state-of-the-art surgical robot created by  
Intuitive. This technology allows for greater capabilities in the 
operating room, while providing minimally invasive surgery for 
patients. Medical professionals have used da Vinci systems  
to perform robotic-assisted surgeries for more than 20 
years. This specific system enhances surgical techniques for  
surgeons in the specialties of general surgery, gynecology  
and urology. It allows CCH to offer an expanded array of  
procedures so patients can stay local for their care.

Additional equipment upgrades: 
•	 Integrated patient monitoring system for cardiac 
	 patients.
•	 Surgical navigation system.
•	 Automated medication dispensing system.
•	 Molecular imaging equipment. 
•	 Digital radiography fluoroscope.
•	 64-slice CT scanner.
•	 Updated X-ray equipment.
•	 Wide bore MRI, which offers patients the comfort of  
	 an open bore MRI system with the high-quality  
	 imaging of a closed bore system.

COLUMBUS HEALTH CONNECT
CCH also used RCHD funds to update its information  
systems. Many of these advancements helped CCH ensure 
its compliance with Meaningful Use requirements. One of 
the largest information technology upgrades CCH made 
was its implementation of Columbus Health Connect. This 
is a health information exchange which allows patients and 
care providers in multiple locations to more easily share  
information electronically. The system provides enhanced 
coordination of care, timely delivery of electronic test results 
and secure access to health data. It also leads to greater  
patient satisfaction and reduces the risk of duplicate  
testing, negative drug interactions and allergic reactions.

Additional equipment upgrades: 
•	 Biometric palm scanners for patient identification. 
•	 Improved ED documentation system.
•	 A PACs system.
•	 Sunquest laboratory manager.
•	 Improved surgical management system.
•	 Wireless access points.
•	 Dictation systems.
•	 Improved computerized physician order entry.
•	 A patient safety bar code system.
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How the RCHD benefits CCH patients:  
Enhanced services
With the increased funding it received through the RCHD, 
CCH was able to add new service lines through acquisitions, 
increased telehealth opportunities and physician recruitment. 
The funds also allowed CCH to improve its surgical services  
offerings and maintain its needed services such as Home 
Health and hospice, and its Wound, Ostomy and Continence 
(W.O.C.) Health Center.

E-MENTAL HEALTH TRIAGE  
In January 2018, CCH started offering e-Mental Health 
Triage through a partnership with Bryan Health. This  
partnership allows CCH patients to virtually visit with a  
certified mental health social worker in Lincoln. Following 
each screening, the social worker in Lincoln collaborates 
with the health care provider at CCH to decide the best type 
of treatment for the patient.

SURGE CENTER 
In recent years, CCH has made great improvements to 
its surgical services using RCHD funds. One of these  
improvements is its Surge Center for joint replacement, 
which launched in early 2018. Surge is a comprehensive 
program that is based on a national best-practice model 
for shoulder, hip and knee replacements. It incorporates 
advanced, minimally invasive, analgesic and rapid-recovery 
surgical techniques in an environment which maximizes  
patient recovery through education, a culture of early  
mobility, family involvement and group interaction.

COLUMBUS  
SURGERY CENTER  
In June 2021, CCH added 
ophthalmology to its service  
lines when it acquired  
Columbus Surgery Center. 
The center has been serving 
the Columbus community 
and surrounding area since 
2007. It offers ophthalmology  
surgery and procedures to  

treat glaucoma and cataracts. CCH completed several  
renovations on the Columbus Surgery Center in fall and  
winter 2021, and held an open house for the updated facility 
in January 2022. 

COLUMBUS CANCER CARE AND CANCER CENTER
CCH took ownership of Columbus Cancer Care in December  
2021. This acquisition is a crucial first step toward the  
hospital’s ultimate goal of a creating a cancer center concept.  
Columbus Cancer Care provides radiation therapy treatments  
for cancer patients, including TomoTherapy and daily  
treatments. It has been serving people in Columbus and  
surrounding areas since 2011.

HOSPITALIST SERVICES  
Thanks to the physicians it recruited with increased RCHD 
funding, CCH was able to add adult hospitalist and pediatric 
hospitalist programs. CCH’s adult hospitalist program started 
in 2010, and CCH introduced a pediatric hospitalist on-call  
service in 2017.

MAINTAINING HOME 
HEALTH AND HOSPICE 
PROGRAMS 
Participation in the RCHD 
allowed CCH to continue 
to offer its Home Health 
and hospice programs. 
CCH’s Home Health  
program offers skilled 
health services in  
patients’ homes. CCH’s 
hospice program offers comprehensive end-of-life care 
from a team that includes a physician, nurse, social worker,  
therapist, counselor, home health aide, spiritual advisor 
and other health professionals.

WOUND, OSTOMY AND CONTINENCE (W.O.C.) 
HEALTH CENTER
Thanks to funds received through the RCHD, CCH is able to 
offer effective treatments for people with wound, ostomy or 
continence issues. CCH’s Wound, Ostomy and Continence 
(W.O.C.) Health Center serves approximately 1,000 patients 
each year.


