However, that drop in cosmetic surgery demand brings an opportunity in the real estate market, with formerly busy surgery centers going up for sale, says Troy Lair, CEO of practice consultancy The Compliance Doctor. He attributes the rapid growth of ASCs to a boom in cosmetic surgery centers in the past two years, estimating that about half his business came from these projects. “I’ve seen a lot of them go up for sale recently, because of the economy, which opens up a great door of opportunity for people who want have them,” he adds. His company knows of several that are currently for sale, some of which require little to no refitting.

Office-based ASCs are the most popular type, featuring lower facility requirements and thus a lower set-up cost, while more expensive multi-specialty ASCs allow their owners to invite outside physicians and charge a per-service facility fee.

The most profitable surgery specialties for ASCs are those with a high volume of patients, such as pain management.

The costs can be considerable. When Lair advises physicians who already have space to set up an ASC, he tells them to expect to spend $500,000 for construction and equipment. Converting a place or buying old equipment can bring ASC set-up costs down, and Lair has seen them launched for about $200,000. Costs go down with existing ASCs, with one client of his remodeling a former cosmetic surgery center for as little as $60,000.

The payback can be considerable, too. One client of Lair’s is an obstetrician-gynecologist who does only two types of surgery. With just 15 patients a month, that’s revenue generation of about $300,000 that he’d be missing if he didn’t own his own place,” says Lair.

Pain management doctors often own their own ASCs, and Lair says there might be room for growth among doctors who do bariatric procedures, as well as general surgeons, who often overlook the ASC option since they work mostly out of hospitals. “We’ve seen a lot of people who had were GI-guys, but Medicare has reduced their rates so that it’s not even affordable for them if they do a lot of Medicare,” and he steers most doctors away from having their own surgery centers if they depend heavily on that program.

