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How Healthy Are Your Hospital Bonds?

Bonds for health care systems have long been a staple of the high-yield municipal bond market. I
believe that they are closer to low-risk tax-backed and utility revenue bonds, which have extremely
low default rates which approximate .5% an issue over the entire life of those bonds.

Bonds for senior living communities, development district “dirt bonds”, tobacco bonds and corporate
“industrial development bonds can have default rates over the life of those bonds that range from
8%-15%. It is estimated that hospital bond defaults in range between 3%-4% over their life.

There is a wide spectrum of health care bonds. Bonds issued by large multi-state issuers have the
lowest risk, because no single hospital default would drag down the rest of the system. Lower risk
however means lower yields. Then then there is an array of single site hospitals, with varying
degrees of risk. I prefer hospitals that have national or international demand, perhaps because of the
specialty they may offer such as state-of the art pediatric, heart and/or cancer services. I also look
for balance sheets containing at least 150-200 days of cash on hand to meet recurring monthly
expenses, and cash equaling or exceeding outstanding debt.

Finally, there are “Critical Access Hospitals”, small units in rural areas where patients cannot reach
acute care facilities within driving distance. These hospitals obtain special subsidies to allow for
their operation under sparse resources.

Risks in this sector are considerable because competition from new hospitals can drain resources
from older hospitals. However, health care represents a vital public service, and will continue unless
technology provides an alternative. At this point, it is fruitless to ascertain changes to ObamaCare
until the President and Congress “show their cards.”
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