
 
 

Deadly Delays 

Patients at L.A. County’s public hospitals suffer long, deadly delays to see specialists. Even 

doctors whose care can mean the difference between life and death leave patients waiting for 

months. 

 

It started with a phone call from a doctor working for the Los Angeles County Department of 

Health Services. 

 

Patients by the thousands were suffering unnecessarily because of extremely long waits to see 

specialists, the doctor said. Some were dying before they could get an appointment. 

 

The tip launched an investigation that spanned nearly two years and focused on the county’s 

sprawling safety-net healthcare system that serves more than 2 million people, primarily the 

region’s poorest and most vulnerable residents. 

 

In a first-of-its-kind data analysis of more than 860,000 emailed requests from county primary 

doctors and nurses for specialty care from 2016 through 2019, The Times found that the average 

wait to see a specialist was 89 days. The state’s health code requires patients to be offered an 

appointment within 15 business days. 

 

Even patients waiting to see doctors whose prompt care can mean the difference between life and 

death — neurologists, kidney specialists, cardiologists — routinely fell victim to delays that 

stretched on for months. 

 

It’s impossible to know how many people die while waiting for appointments with specialists; 

L.A. County health officials said they don’t track that. While the problem is likely prevalent in 

safety-net hospitals nationwide, we found no other health systems that track it. The issue gets 

little scrutiny and there are no universal standards to determine when a wait has become too 

long. We know of no media outlet that has attempted to quantify appointment wait times at a 

major U.S. health system. 

 

But academic studies have shown that sick patients are more likely to miss appointments when 

they face lengthy waits, while those who have serious health conditions — heart trouble, 

diabetes, cancer — die at higher rates. 

 

The data we analyzed had no patient-identifying information, so getting examples to humanize 

the story was, by far, the most difficult and time-consuming part of the reporting process. 

 

We interviewed dozens of current and former county healthcare providers, patients and their 

families. But the patients and their families were most often relying on memory. Doctors and 

nurses can’t talk about cases for fear of retaliation from their bosses and concerns about violating 

strict medical privacy laws. We needed medical records to verify the accounts. 

 



Such requests must be signed by patients or, if the patient has died, by the person who signed the 

death certificate. We spent months driving across Southern California knocking on doors and 

collecting signatures. 

 

When we finally got records, we shared them with doctors inside and outside the county system. 

Long waits were obvious in every case. 

 

In the end, we collected records for about a dozen patients. All waited longer than state 

regulations allow to see a specialist. Half died after waiting at least three months to see a doctor 

in a critical specialty — cardiology, oncology, gastroenterology and nephrology. In every case, 

experts said, the patient should have been treated much sooner. 

 

A 61-year-old woman dropped dead of chronic kidney disease on the floor of her son’s 

apartment after waiting 10 months to see a specialist. 

 

A woman with a golf-ball-sized tumor in her brain died at 30 after waiting nearly a year for 

neurosurgery.  

 

A 49-year-old with sudden weight loss and blood in his stool waited more than a year for a 

colonoscopy. By the time he got an appointment, the colon cancer had spread to other organs. It 

killed him at 52. 

 

“Any untimely death is a tragedy, and our hearts go out to the families suffering the loss of a 

loved one. The wait times outlined by The Times are unacceptable,” Michelle Baass, 

undersecretary of the California Health and Human Services Agency, said shortly after the 

newspaper published its investigation. “Timely access to care is a fundamental patient right.” 

 

We knew the county would challenge our findings and data analysis. We thought it important to 

be transparent with readers about the county’s objections and included them in a separate 

“behind the story” sidebar that explained our reporting and was published alongside our 

investigation. Immediately following publication, the county’s health department issued a press 

release criticizing the story. Editors examined the criticism and found it had no merit. Our editor 

responded in an email we have included with our entry, and we added an additional quote from 

the criticism to the story before it ran in print a few days later. 

 

Even during a global pandemic that has hit L.A. County particularly hard, “Deadly Delays” 

sparked an important public discussion about long specialist waits faced by those who rely on the 

county’s public health safety system and has already produced impact. Two state regulatory 

agencies have launched investigations into the excruciating waits uncovered by The Times. 

Those investigations are ongoing. After The Times questioned county health officials about the 

long waits, the county hired additional specialists in dermatology, radiology and ophthalmology 

and fast-tracked their hiring. 

 

 


