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The serious doctor shortage in Flor-
ida is not getting better.

Southwest Florida off�ers some ad-
vantages in recruiting, but hospital
and physician groups still need to fi�nd
hundreds of primary care physicians
in the next two years. 

And the eff�ects of the shortage are
hitting close to home: Wait times to es-
tablish with a primary-care doctor
could get longer despite best eff�orts by
hospitals and independent physician
groups in Florida to increase their phy-
sician ranks.

Recruiting is a constant undertak-
ing yet the headwinds of a growing
population, retiring physicians and an
expensive housing market make it
daunting.

It’s not a unique problem to South-
west Florida or the state; the shortage
is nationwide.

In Florida, where the economy
counts on its retiree-mecca draw, not
tackling the shortage and providing
the elderly with timely access to doctor
care is a tarnish for health-care
leaders.

Consultants for the publicly operat-
ed Lee Health in Lee County, which
has 21 primary care locations for its
Lee Physician Group, ran projections
on the current shortage of primary
care physicians for adult patients and
what it could look like in 2025.

Lee County is short 273 adult pri-
mary care physicians currently and
the shortage will climb to 625 doctors
by 2025, the data shows.

The highest defi�cit areas are Cape
Coral, Lehigh/Alva, and Fort Myers.

U.S. Census data for 2022 puts the
entire county population at 823,000
and it grew by 8% since 2020.

Kris Fay, chief offi�cer of communi-
ty-based care at Lee Health, said the
numbers are not that much diff�erent
than three years ago when the consult-
ant ran the projections.

“It is not worse but it is not better,”
she said.

For Collier County, the current
shortage is 95 adult primary care doc-
tors and it will climb to a shortfall of 

Doctor
shortage
could be
worse in
2 years
New patients’ wait times
may be ‘a few months’
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Our recent In the Know column about
activity at Estero’s Coconut Point mall
that included Olive Garden’s owner
prompted an inquiry from reader Diane
Coleman. 

“Your article said that Darden is tak-
ing over Ruth’s Chris,” she said. “Does
that mean they are closing the restau-
rant or just under Darden ownership?”

She raised a good question about the
Ruth’s Chris Steak House acquisition by
Darden Restaurants. We have seen
chains buy competitors and then dis-
mantle them right here in Southwest
Florida and throughout the nation.

For example, Cava Group, which my
colleague Robyn George calls “the Chi-
potle of Mediterranean cuisine,” swal-
lowed up the similar fast-casual foe
Zoës Kitchen and has been closing or
converting them. This year, Cava
emerged in Daniels Marketplace off� Six
Mile Cypress in south Fort Myers in the
cubbyhole once held by its former rival,
which previously had nearly 300 spots
including Naples Mercato and right
across U.S. 41 from the said Coconut
Point.

And Darden did match up its upscale
Eddie V’s and The Capital Grille, which
sits at Mercato off� U.S. 41 and Vanderbilt

Beach Road, against Ruth’s. But in this
case, it wants to bolster its fancy eating
arsenal with the many potential diners
who have enhanced discretionary funds
at their disposal.

With several factors in play, its profi�t
margin in 2022 was down for lower
priced eateries, such as Olive Garden
and LongHorn Steakhouse, compared
to the previous year, but for its fi�ne din-
ing category, it went from 18.1% in 2021
to 21.3%, according to its annual reports.

“Ruth’s Chris is a strong and dis-
tinctive brand in the fi�ne dining seg-
ment,” Darden CEO Rick Cardenas
said. “It fi�ts the criteria we have for
adding a brand to our portfolio.”

For folks wanting to spend less than
that, Darden locally also owns Bahama
Breeze, Yard House, Cheddar’s Scratch
Kitchen and Seasons 52. It continues
expanding in Southwest Florida with 
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After buyout, what will
become of Ruth’s Chris? 
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An order of salmon from the Bahama Breeze in south Fort Myers.
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