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For nearly a century, the health of our neighbors has guided our every step. As 

Montage Health has grown from a standalone hospital to an integrated healthcare 

system, an unequivocal and undivided allegiance to our community has been the 

force that leads us forward. 

Last year we announced our CEO transition, and while leadership changes, 

Montage Health’s commitment to meeting the needs of our community remains 

constant. In this edition of Pulse, you’ll read how this leadership transition provides 

seamless continuity in our mission to provide the best possible care to those 

we serve. 

Two stories highlight patients who received procedures brand new to this area, 

serving as great examples of how we’re continuing to make some of the highest 

levels of care available locally. You’ll also learn how generous acts of philanthropy 

are major drivers of such innovation. 

Inspiring stories about a young man who is overcoming Guillain-Barré syndrome, a 

Family Birth Center patient who thrived after a diffi cult pregnancy, and our pledge 

to unconditionally care for all who come through our doors showcase the incredible 

people who make such excellent outcomes possible. 

We’re also proud to share some ways we’re investing in our workforce, celebrating 

our staff, and safeguarding the well-being of our youth. 

It is a genuine privilege and honor to serve the healthcare needs of Monterey 

County communities. As we continue to grow and evolve, we remain steadfast in 

our commitment to providing compassionate and high-quality care to our friends 

and neighbors who entrust us with their health. 

2 | PULSE | Spring 2025

Content

Pulse is published by Community Hospital of the Monterey 
Peninsula, a nonprofi t subsidiary of Montage Health.

Contact us: pulse@chomp.org   |   (831) 625-4505

To receive, cancel, or change a subscription, 
or to receive Pulse online:
subscriptions@chomp.org   |   (831) 658-3630

EDITOR: Austin Shilstone
DESIGNER: Nicole Pahl
WRITERS: Mary Barker, Brenda Moore, Austin Shilstone, 
Dennis Taylor, and Lisa Crawford Watson
PHOTOGRAPHERS: Lost Coast Media, Manuel Ortega, 
and Michael Troutman

MONTAGE HEALTH BOARD OF TRUSTEES

Luis Alvarez 
Patrick Burke, Chair
Sandra Button
Randy Charles, Secretary
Jim Cummings
Ryan Edwards
Lauren Farac, MD
Mimi Hahn, Vice Chair

Leslie Magid Higgins
Kiran Kamath
Kevin Mahoney
Mike McDermott, MD
Judge Carrie Panetta 
Douglas Sunde, MD
Bill Warner
Margi Wiest 

MONTAGE HEALTH EXECUTIVE TEAM

Mike McDermott, MD
President/Chief Executive Offi cer 

Steven X. Cabrales, MD
Vice President/Chief Medical Offi cer 

Mark Carvalho, MD
Chief Executive Offi cer, Montage Medical Group 
President, MoGo Urgent Care 

Kevin Causey
Vice President/Chief Development Offi cer 

Daniel Chibaya
Vice President/Chief Operating Offi cer 

Liz Lorenzi
Vice President/Chief Operating Offi cer
Aspire Health, Population Health Division 

Matt Morgan
Vice President/Chief Financial Offi cer 

Greg Smorzewski
Vice President/Chief Human Resources Offi cer 

Debbie Sober, MSN
Vice President/Chief Nursing Offi cer 

Susan Swick, MD 
 Vice President/Chief Mental Health Offi cer

Legacy of service and growth continues 
with new CEO | 4

A medical milestone in Monterey County | 8

Leaking heart valve clipped shut in 
procedure new to area | 11

Young man triumphs over 
Guillain-Barré syndrome | 14

Diffi cult pregnancy results in 
positive outcome | 18

Round-the-clock mental health support 
opens at Ohana | 20

Local philanthropist’s extraordinary gift 
honors ‘constant, compassionate, and 
quality care’ 

| 23

High-quality healthcare for every 
community member | 26

New program empowers employees to 
advance their careers | 28

Montage Health’s Employee of the Year 
and Physician Recognition Award | 31

Powerful presentations aim to turn tide on 
middle and high school substance use | 34

Fuzzy blue mascot leads charge against 
type 2 diabetes | 37

Spring 2025 | PULSE | 3



I’m drawn to the nonprofi t, community-based healthcare model 
because we reinvest everything into our local community to provide 
state-of-the-art healthcare services. And those services are proudly 
delivered by our friends and neighbors who offer their expertise as 
healthcare professionals.

— Mike McDermott, MD, President/CEO, Montage Health
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In the ever-evolving landscape of healthcare, 

Montage Health’s history of leadership has been 

an oasis of consistency. This March, the 91-year-old 

healthcare system welcomed Mike McDermott, MD, its 

fourth-ever president and CEO, as his predecessor Steven 

Packer, MD, concluded a 40-year career of service to 

Monterey County communities. 

Packer, who became CEO in 1999 after 14 years of 

practicing as a pulmonologist at Community Hospital of the 

Monterey Peninsula, announced his retirement plans in June 

2024. What followed was a thorough and meticulous search 

that resulted in a wide-armed embrace of McDermott. 

Having served as CEO of Mary Washington Healthcare in 

Virginia since 2015, McDermott is familiar with Montage 

Health’s model of care. Like Montage Health, Mary 

Washington Healthcare is a nonprofi t, locally owned and 

operated, independent healthcare system, “answering only 

to the communities we serve,” McDermott says. 

“I’m drawn to the nonprofi t, community-based healthcare 

model,” McDermott continues, “because we reinvest 

everything into our local community to provide state-of-

the-art healthcare services. And those services are proudly 

delivered by our friends and neighbors who offer their 

expertise as healthcare professionals.” 

McDermott isn’t new to Monterey County. He has fond 

memories of visiting his two California-based sons, playing 

golf at Pebble Beach, and running the Big Sur International 

Marathon. “This community is extraordinary,” he says, “and 

we’re so grateful to have made it our home.” 

Finding such a compatible match in McDermott was no 

small task says Bill Warner, who served as chair of Montage 

Health’s Board of Trustees during 2023 and 2024 and is in 

his 10th year on the board. The board formed a committee 

that spent about fi ve months on a nationwide search 

to identify the best candidates from across the country. 

Extensive interviews and social engagements led the board 

to McDermott, “who we knew with full confi dence was the 

best option to serve our community’s healthcare needs,” 

Warner says. 

He left Mary Washington Healthcare stronger than the 

organization has ever been. That’s signifi cant, Warner 

says, because in the last two decades, approximately 170 

community hospitals and healthcare systems have closed, 

with another 700 at risk across the country. 

“Community healthcare is a challenging business,” Warner 

says, “with many rural areas absent of the most basic access 

to quality care. But Montage Health is on the opposite end 

of that spectrum. We’re incredibly fortunate in offering the 

services our community needs. We were very mindful that we 

Legacy of service and growth 
continues with new CEO

Starting his career as a diagnostic and 
interventional radiologist, McDermott 
says he transitioned to healthcare 
leadership because he saw it as a way to 
help more people. 
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needed a CEO who can continue that success.” 

Such vitality, Warner says, can be attributed to strong 

leadership paired with an “extremely generous and 

philanthropic community.” 

That leadership and philanthropic support is what led 

Community Hospital to grow into Montage Health during 

Packer’s tenure, blossoming from a standalone hospital 

into a community-wide healthcare system. Local access to 

advanced, high-quality care boomed with the expansion. 

The opening of Montage Medical Group and Ryan Ranch 

medical offi ces provided the community with unprecedented 

access to primary and specialty care, cardiovascular testing, 

imaging and laboratory services, sleep disorder treatment, 

diabetes and nutrition therapy, cancer care, hospice, 

and more. 

New services including MoGo Urgent Care clinics, Montage 

Wellness Center fi tness facilities, Ohana’s one-of-a-kind 

youth mental health program, and Aspire Health’s wellness 

initiatives and health plans brought new options for 

Monterey County patients. 

And while Community Hospital branched out into the 

community to become Montage Health, it also grew 

from within, doubling its number of patient rooms and 

fundamentally changing the nature of healthcare in 

Monterey County. 

The hospital launched critical new services and facilities 

such as comprehensive cancer and cardiovascular care, 

open-heart surgery, intensive inpatient rehabilitation for 

major illnesses and injuries, robot-assisted surgery, top-

of-the-line ocular and outpatient surgery suites, mental 

health stabilization units, and hybrid operating rooms that 

made possible an array of minimally invasive procedures. 

And Montage Health has recruited some of the best and 

brightest medical professionals to deliver these services. 

McDermott says he will continue that trajectory set by 

Packer. Plans are underway for a new wing at Community 

Hospital and there is active construction on a new Ryan 

Ranch medical building. But McDermott says his fi rst order 

of business is listening to, learning from, and engaging 

with Montage Health’s employees and Monterey 

County communities.  

“I want to hear from them — what they’re proud of and 

how Montage Health can better serve the people we 

care for,” McDermott says. “My focus is working with our 

community, Board of Trustees, executive leadership, and all 

staff to ensure that Montage Health continues to innovate in 

the name of our community’s well-being.” 

As Packer passes the baton, he says the timing is intentional, 

emphasizing how a thoughtful and planned transition is an 

important element of responsible leadership. 

“Beginning my retirement transition while I still had gas 

in the tank meant I could be fully engaged until my very 

last day,” Packer says. “This organization, this community, 

is a profound source of pride for me and so many others. 

Handling this transition with the respect it deserves ensures 

Dr. McDermott is well-positioned to seamlessly continue 

leading Montage Health into the future.” 

“Many community members used to say that 
they had to go out of the area to get a lot of 
their healthcare,” Warner says. “Today, most 
people in this community can get almost 
everything done locally. That’s a huge shift.”  
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Montage Health’s 
Board of Trustees 

As CEO, Dr. Mike McDermott is 

guided by Montage Health’s Board 

of Trustees and works closely with 

executive leadership to move the 

organization forward in ways that 

benefi t the community. 

“We thoughtfully put forward 

goals and metrics for the 

organization to accomplish in 

service to the community,” says 

Patrick Burke, chair of Montage 

Health’s Board of Trustees. “And 

the board is responsible for 

holding leadership accountable. 

We work together to make 

Montage Health an organization 

that fi rst and foremost meets our 

community’s healthcare needs.” 

The board is composed of community 

members with a diverse set of 

expertise in information technology, 

fi nance, human resources, and more, 

creating a symphony of knowledge, 

wisdom, and experience that leads 

Montage Health forward. 

Meet our leadership team: montagehealth.org/about/leadership

I have immense gratitude for my 
experience at Montage Health, which 
has been the honor of my lifetime. 
This community is so special with 
so many caring individuals. It’s the 
people I met along the way who 
made my career so rewarding.

— Steven Packer, MD, CEO Emeritus, Montage Health
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We are so lucky here in a relatively small community to have the 
medical talent we have. Attracting a talent like Dr. Farooqui and 
bringing these new technologies and techniques to our little area is 
such a boon. Montage Health is so good at bringing this stuff in . . . 
it just seems like on every frontier in health that you can imagine, 
they are doing it. — Brian Pratt, patient

Emaad Farooqui, MD, and Brian Pratt
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Brian Pratt made a bit of local medical history on 
December 11, 2024, as the fi rst person to undergo 
a transcarotid artery revascularization (TCAR) in a 
Monterey County hospital.  

TCAR, an endovascular procedure, opens blocked carotid 
arteries, reducing the risk of stroke. TCAR was introduced at 
Community Hospital of the Monterey Peninsula by Emaad 
Farooqui, MD, Monterey County’s only board-certifi ed 
vascular and endovascular surgeon. 

Vascular procedures use open surgery to treat blood vessel 
conditions while endovascular surgery is minimally invasive 
with small incisions, which can reduce pain, anesthesia time, 
blood loss, recovery time, and complications. 

“This procedure is a real gift,” says Pratt, whose carotids 
were about 95-percent blocked by fatty plaque deposits.

Blocked carotid arteries historically have been treated 
with open surgery called carotid endarterectomy (CEA). An 
incision, usually 4 to 5 inches, is made along the neck and 
then another incision is made in the carotid so the surgeon 
can remove the plaque. It usually takes about 2.5 hours. 
With TCAR, a surgeon makes a much smaller incision above 
the collarbone and places a stent at the blockage site, 
stabilizing the plaque and creating a clearer path for blood 
fl ow, usually in about 45 minutes.  

Pratt has a unique perspective: He had open CEA surgery 
on his left carotid in May at the same time he underwent 
a quadruple bypass for coronary artery blockages. By 
December, TCAR was available at Community Hospital to 
treat his right carotid.  

Done in one of the hospital’s two new hybrid operating 
rooms, the procedure took less than an hour and Pratt was 
home the next morning. His recovery in May was more 

challenging, primarily because of the open-heart surgery 
and a kidney-related complication. Pratt spent 10 days in 
intensive care. He also had a complication from the CEA 
— nerve damage causing temporary partial paralysis of his 
lower lip.  

The nerve damage is one reason Pratt was a good 
TCAR candidate.  

“Once you have a nerve injury on one side, you are at 
higher risk for the other side,” Farooqui says. “Also, his 
blockage was higher in the neck, close to the jaw and base 
of the skull, which is harder to access in open surgery and 
contributes to nerve injuries.” 

Still, CEA is sometimes the preferred approach. The blockage 
location and the patient’s anatomy, age, surgical risks, and 
other factors are considered.  

Community Hospital has had a strong vascular surgery 
program for years, says Steven Cabrales, MD, Montage 
Health’s chief medical offi cer.  

“We have two great physicians, Dr. William Verlenden and 
Dr. Jon Benner, who practice general surgery and open 
vascular surgery,” Cabrales says. “And Dr. Jim Joye, a 
cardiovascular specialist, has been doing some of this work. 

A medical milestone in Monterey County 
MINIMALLY INVASIVE PROCEDURE TO REDUCE STROKE RISK NOW AVAILABLE LOCALLY

“A lot of times patients think minimally 
invasive is better, but that’s not always the 
case,” Farooqui says. “Having the ability 
to offer multiple ways to treat diseases 
provides the best possible outcomes. We’re 
able to tailor our approach to the most 
appropriate procedure.”
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With Dr. Farooqui, we now have someone who is 
also trained in the new, less invasive techniques of 
endovascular surgery.”   

Cabrales estimates 80 percent of local people who need 
vascular or endovascular procedures have been leaving the 
area to have them done. 

“We know that our community wants to stay in the 
community,” he says, “so we were committed to fi nding 
someone who can provide the same level or better care than 
Stanford or UC San Francisco.” 

Farooqui was one of 12 doctors and fi ve advanced practice 
providers recruited to Montage Medical Group in 2024. The 
practice now has more than 100 providers in 23 specialties 
and subspecialties.  

“I am very excited to have successfully recruited Dr. Farooqui 
to be our fi rst and the only endovascular-trained surgeon 
in Monterey County,” says Mark Carvahlo, MD, CEO of 
Montage Medical Group. “I am certain this program will 
quickly grow to meet demand, and I anticipate we will 

recruit another vascular surgeon to join him in the next one 
to two years.”  

Pratt was happy to be Farooqui’s fi rst TCAR patient in 
Monterey County, after researching the procedure and 
the doctor, who has done about 100 TCARs. He considers 
himself an informed healthcare consumer. His late father, 
Russell, was a longtime doctor on the Peninsula, and Pratt 
is a retired fi refi ghter and medic turned private investigator. 
He gets his care from a roster of Montage Medical Group 
doctors: Gregory Cannon, MD, primary care; cardiologist 
Steven Lome, DO; cardiothoracic surgeon Gregory Spowart, 
MD; and Farooqui. 

“We are so lucky here in a relatively small community to 
have the medical talent we have,” Pratt says. “Attracting a 
talent like Dr. Farooqui and bringing these new technologies 
and techniques to our little area is such a boon. Montage 
Health is so good at bringing this stuff in . . . it just seems 
like on every frontier in health that you can imagine, they are 
doing it.”

Is endovascular surgery right for me? 
To decide if you’re a candidate for endovascular care, a 
surgeon will consider: 
n Your overall health including illnesses that may make open surgery 

less compatible 
n Your anatomy, such as the size and condition of your blood vessels 

n The location of your vascular disease 

Conditions that can be treated with vascular and endovascular 
procedures include: 
n Aneurysms (weakened blood vessels) 
n Blocked arteries 
n Venous diseases (e.g., varicose veins) and vein swelling 
n Blood clots, stroke risk 
n Limb salvage for people with diabetes 
n Dialysis access surgery

Learn more about vascular care at Montage Health: montagehealth.org/vascular
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Leaking heart 
valve clipped 
shut in procedure 
new to area

After a career in telecommunications 
and a side hustle as a musician, Jack M. 
settled into retirement, especially enjoying 
time with his three grandchildren. Then, 
his health took a turn. His heartbeat was 
racing, and he was unusually tired and 
short of breath.  

His primary care doctor referred him to Montage 
Medical Group’s cardiology team, which found 
he had a severely leaking heart valve — called 
mitral valve regurgitation — and a signifi cantly 
weakened heart muscle. His condition ultimately 
led him to a procedure new to Monterey County: 
the implantation of a device called MitraClip to 
clip the leaky valve. 

 “I think it’s a rampaging success,” Jack says. 
“These clips were a wonderful invention; as far 
as I’m concerned, we’re living in the age of 
medical miracles.” 

Two MitraClips were placed during a minimally 
invasive procedure by Ahmad Edris, MD, who 
introduced the technology to the region in 2024 
and is the director of Community Hospital of the 
Monterey Peninsula’s Interventional Cardiology 
and Structural Heart Disease program. 

Heart-valve issues are common in an aging 
population and MitraClip can provide another 
treatment option for issues involving the mitral 

Explore your possibilities and 
your opportunities and be guided 
by people who have done these 
procedures a lot. You can do this in 
the morning and be sitting on your 
couch at 10 o’clock that night.
 — Jack M., patient

Lauren Nash Farac, MD, and Ahmad Edris, MD
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valve. The valve is between the upper (atrium) and lower 
(ventricle) sections of the heart’s left side and is made 
of two fl aps of tissue called leafl ets that open and close 
once during each heartbeat, keeping blood fl owing in the 
right direction. If the fl aps don’t close tightly, blood fl ows 
backward and causes mitral regurgitation, making it harder 
for the heart to work. 

In some cases, open-heart surgery to replace or repair the 
valve is the best choice. This time, that wasn’t an option. 
Jack, who asked to be identifi ed by his fi rst name, had 
a weakened heart muscle and secondary mitral valve 
regurgitation, meaning the problem wasn’t the leafl ets 
themselves but an underlying heart issue that stretched the 
mitral valve and left a gap in the leafl ets. This made open-
heart surgery too risky. 

Jack initially had a pacemaker defi brillator implanted 
to monitor and reset irregular heartbeats, synchronize 
his heart’s chambers, and improve cardiac effi ciency. He 
continued to have signifi cant mitral regurgitation, and 
after being treated and evaluated by a team of heart 
failure cardiologists, he was determined to be a candidate 
for MitraClip. 

During the procedure in one of Community Hospital’s two 
hybrid operating rooms, a catheter was inserted through a 
large vein in Jack’s leg and guided to his heart using X-ray 
images. Using state-of-the-art heart imaging technology 

guided by cardiovascular anesthesiologist Lauren Nash 
Farac, MD, two dime-sized clips were precisely attached to 
the mitral valve leafl ets, leading to signifi cant improvement 
in Jack’s mitral regurgitation.  

Ten patients received MitraClips at Community Hospital 
since starting the program in April 2024, and Edris 
anticipates many more cases given the area’s aging 
population. Having a team that can provide a broad range 
of treatments is critical, and that’s what’s been built at 
Community Hospital’s Tyler Heart Institute, he says. 

Before he underwent the procedure, Jack says he researched 
it and the team and advises others to do the same. 

“Explore your possibilities and your opportunities and be 
guided by people who have done these procedures a lot,” 
Jack says. If it’s the right choice, he says, “you can do this in 
the morning and be sitting on your couch at 10 o’clock 
that night.” 

Learn more about heart care at Montage Health: montagehealth.org/heart

“This is a collaborative process,” he says, 
requiring cardiologists, cardiac surgeons, 
nurses, a cardiovascular anesthesiologist, a 
structural heart program coordinator, and 
many others.

MitraClip
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Show your heart some love 

Good nutrition, exercise, and stress management are powerful protectors 

when it comes to heart health. 

FILL YOUR DIET WITH: 

Anti-infl ammatory foods 
A heart-healthy diet includes a 
variety of fruits, vegetables, whole 
grains, nuts, healthy fats, and 
moderate amounts of lean meat. 

Whole grains 
Whole grains are packed with 
nutrients and fi ber, which are 
critical to heart health. 

Colorful fruits and vegetables 
Eating a colorful assortment of fruits 
and vegetables provides nutrients 
and antioxidants that are strong 
supporters of heart health. 

ADD MOVEMENT TO YOUR DAILY ROUTINE BY: 

Moving in the morning
Stretch for 5 minutes when you 
get out of bed, walk or bike to 
work, or go to the gym. 

Taking a walk on your lunch 
break and after dinner 
An after-meal walk can also help 
boost your metabolism and 
regulate blood sugar. 

Parking farther away 
Rather than circling for the closest 
spot, park at the end of the lot for a 
few extra steps. 

MANAGE STRESS WITH BREATHING TECHNIQUES LIKE: 

Square breathing 
1. Inhale through your nose for 

4 seconds. 
2. Hold your inhale for 4 seconds. 
3. Exhale through your mouth for 

4 seconds.
4. Hold your exhale for 4 seconds. 

5. Repeat as needed. 

BREATHE OUTSTART

BREATHE OUT

B
R

EA
TH

E 
IN

B
R

EA
TH

E 
IN

HOLD

HOLDHOLD
Five-fi nger breathing 
Using the index fi nger of one 
hand, slowly trace the edge of 
your other hand and fi ngers. 
Take a deep, slow breath as you 
move up your fi ngers, and slowly 
exhale as you move down.
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When I was in the IRU they told me stories of former 
patients who came walking in the doors and were 
perfectly normal. I knew I was going to get better. It was 
just a matter of when. I never doubted it.

— Jackson Villanueva, patient
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Young man triumphs over 
Guillain-Barré syndrome

Over seven days, 20-year-old King City resident 
Jackson Villanueva went from an athletic college 
student to a young man wracked with pain, 
unable to even sit up, and struggling to breathe 
and swallow. 

The culprit was Guillain-Barré syndrome, a rare disorder 
in which the immune system attacks the nerves that carry 
signals from the brain and spinal cord to the rest of the 
body, leading to muscle weakness, paralysis, and in some 
cases, diffi culty breathing. Guillain-Barré syndrome can 
range from mild to life-threatening, as in Villanueva’s case. 

Fortunately, most people recover, even from severe 
cases. And that’s Villanueva’s experience, thanks to his 
commitment, support of family and friends, and a deep 
bench of medical experts, including the team at the 
William R. Lewis, MD, Inpatient Rehabilitation Unit (IRU) at 
Community Hospital of the Monterey Peninsula. 

Villanueva’s ordeal began in August 2024 when he noticed 
tingling in his hands while working at a local feed store. 
After lunch, his knees and elbows felt numb. At a local clinic 
that afternoon, a doctor attributed the sensations to anxiety 
and ordered lab tests. 

Over the next few days, Villanueva felt weak and had trouble 
walking. Then, he collapsed at his grandmother’s house and 
couldn’t get up. His parents rushed home from Southern 
California where they were dropping off his sister at college. 
They took him home, hoping he would feel better. But at 
dinner, he choked on pizza, unable to swallow. They rushed 
to Natividad Medical Center in Salinas.  

After examinations, blood work, and scans, they got a 
diagnosis: Guillain-Barré syndrome (GBS), a disease usually 
believed to be caused by an infection. A neurologist told 
them the long-term outlook was good, but that it would get 
worse before it got better. 

Villanueva was moved to Salinas Valley Health Medical 

Center, and as predicted, he got worse, his pain increasing 
and his breathing becoming diffi cult. As they prepared to 
intubate, he worried, “Oh my gosh, am I dying?” His father, 
Mac, reassured him and told him that recovery was ahead.  

Villanueva was intubated, sedated, and put on a feeding 
tube, and he received the standard treatment: infusions 
of blood carrying healthy antibodies. Over the next two 
days, his condition improved enough to take him off the 
ventilator. After about 10 days, he was transferred to 
Community Hospital’s IRU to focus on the recovery his dad 
had promised. 

The IRU specializes in the rehabilitation of patients 
recovering from serious illnesses, injuries, and surgeries, 
including conditions like stroke, spinal cord injuries, 
brain injuries, neurological disorders, cardiac events, 
and orthopedic surgeries. Patients work with a team 
including doctors, rehabilitation nurses, neuropsychologists, 
nutritionists, registered-nurse case managers, and physical, 
occupational, speech, and respiratory therapists. 

When he arrived, Villanueva was at a very low baseline, 
unable to move on his own, says Shaun Soelberg, a physical 
therapy clinical specialist in the IRU. 

The team began working on basics with 
Villanueva and building from there: 
stretching, moving his arms and legs for 
him when he couldn’t, helping him sit up 
in bed — which took two or three staff 
members given his 6-foot-3-inch frame. 
They focused on transferring him to a 
wheelchair, using his hands, breathing 
techniques, speech, and swallowing. And 
his pain. 
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“The nerve pain was terrible,” Villanueva says. “It was 
mainly in my feet, and then randomly in my hands. It was 
kind of like walking on a super-hot blacktop. Or scraping the 
bottom of my feet.”  

He couldn’t bear to have the weight of a blanket on his feet 
and “even slight touches, even putting on his socks was 
very, very painful,” Soelberg says.   

IRU staff used a range of strategies for the pain, from ice 
packs to pressure point therapy, says Eden Rothacker, 
an IRU occupational therapist. Dr. Ni Sun-Suslow, a 
neuropsychologist, introduced Villanueva to mindfulness 
practices, implementing a variety of relaxation techniques 
including abdominal breathing and guided imagery. 

The multidisciplinary effort was critical, Rothacker says. 
“Everyone on this case did a fantastic job,” she says. IRU 
patients have at least 3 hours per day of therapy, but with 
Villanueva, “any time we could give him an extra session, 
we did. That intensiveness really does matter.”  

His mom, Heidi, made the hour-plus drive from King City 
daily. As IRU staff helped Villanueva recover basic skills, 
they taught Heidi how she and the rest of the family could 
support him. 

Typically, patients stay in the IRU for about 14 days, 
depending on their diagnosis. Due to the unique and 

“His family support was also incredible; 
his mom was here every day,” says Jessica 
Moon, a speech therapist who worked 
with Villanueva on speech and swallowing, 
both impaired by GBS’s toll on the muscles 
in his face and throat. “That’s not an easy 
diagnosis to receive, especially at that age, 
especially at that baseline. Jackson was 
very responsive to therapy. He was a very 
big factor in his own recovery.” 

IRU staff with patient Jackson Villanueva and family
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Guillain-Barré syndrome 

CAUSE 
While the exact cause of Guillain-Barré 
syndrome (GBS) is unknown, it is often 
preceded by an infection. 

SYMPTOMS 
Usually starting with muscle weakness and 
a tingling sensation, symptoms can quickly 
progress to paralysis. Symptoms may include: 

Feeling a pins-and-needles 
sensation in hands and/or feet 

Diffi culty walking or 
navigating stairs 

Trouble with speaking, 
chewing, swallowing, and other 
facial movements 

Vision and eye 
movement problems 

Breathing diffi culty 

RECOVERY 
Recovery can take from months to years, but 
GBS is rarely fatal. According to the Mayo 
Clinic, about 80 percent of GBS patients 
can walk independently six months after 
diagnosis while 60 percent recover full motor 
strength after one year.

Learn more about the IRU and take a virtual tour: montagehealth.org/inpatientrehab

complex nature of Villanueva’s case, his recovery required a 
longer stay. After about two months, he regained enough 
skills to be discharged. 

“He made incredible progress functionally,” Soelberg says. 
“When he had the end goal in sight to go home, that’s 
when he was able to push through and get better.” 

Physical therapy continued and Villanueva regained 
strength and weight; he had gone from 258 pounds to 
199, then back up to 210 and counting. He’s walking on 
his own and hoping to return to classes at Hartnell College. 

“When I was in the IRU they told me stories of former 
patients who came walking in the doors and were perfectly 
normal,” he says. “I knew I was going to get better. It was 
just a matter of when. I never doubted it.”
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Diffi cult pregnancy results in positive outcome

Kelly Stephens, a nurse at Community Hospital 
of the Monterey Peninsula’s Family Birth Center, 
remembers patient and colleague Dana Luna 
expressing uncertainty about the delivery of her 
baby. Complications diagnosed in pregnancy and the 
anticipation of a possible early birth were driving 
her anxiety. 

Luna, a registered nurse in the hospital’s Emergency 
department, was diagnosed with gestational diabetes and 
preeclampsia, a pregnancy complication characterized by 
symptoms including high blood pressure. 

Luna says that managing her insulin, blood pressure, and 
stress levels while parenting, working in a demanding 
environment, and preparing to give birth, was asking a lot. 
Ultimately, Stephens says, Luna did beautifully throughout 
the phases of her birthing process, from admission until her 

sweet baby boy was in her arms. 

After her usual 11 to 12 hours on her feet, Luna’s last day 
on the job before her maternity leave was August 19, 2024. 
Then, she was to rest at home — to the extent a mother of 
two young sons can. 

On September 14, after hosting a birthday dinner for her 
husband, taking the dog for a walk, and caring for her two 
sons, Luna felt a rush of fl uid but no contractions. She called 
the Family Birth Center and was advised to come in to assess 
whether her water had broken. Multiple tests confi rmed 
it had. 

Luna’s obstetrician wanted her pregnancy, ideally, to reach 
36 weeks to give her baby a chance to grow. But once the 
baby’s heart rate started decelerating, the obstetrician on 
call recommended an early cesarean section, which took 

My delivery went as well as it could have . . . 
He gained four pounds within two weeks and is 
now breastfeeding exclusively. — Dana Luna, patient

Dana Luna’s son
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place 24 days ahead of her projected due date. 

“My delivery went as well as it could have,” Luna says. “We 
thought my son might need breathing support, but he didn’t. 
He was struggling with low blood sugar and diffi culty eating, 
but the nursery placed a feeding tube and started him on 
fl uids with sugar. He gained four pounds within two weeks 
and is now breastfeeding exclusively.” 

Her baby, Luna says, is as healthy as can be. 

The Family Birth Center is a designated Baby-Friendly 
Hospital, conferred by Baby-Friendly USA, an initiative 
launched in 1991 by the World Health Organization and 
the United Nations Children’s Fund to help mothers 
successfully begin and continue breastfeeding 
their newborns. 

The center, which performs about 100 deliveries per month, 
is also a level II specialty care nursery, meaning it’s equipped 
to provide intensive care for sick and premature infants born 
as early as 32 weeks and weighing as little as 3.3 pounds. 

Designed to foster a peaceful, supportive birthing 
experience, the center offers private rooms with a 
complement of custom comfort measures, varying pain 
management options, and attentive staff — all of which, 
Luna says, were extremely helpful in bringing peace to such 
a stressful delivery. 

After delivery, staff members provide breastfeeding support 
and encourage skin-to-skin contact between baby and 
parents immediately following births without complication. 

Support for new and 
expecting parents 
Our free classes and support groups for new and 
expecting parents explore the joys and challenges 
of parenthood in a supportive environment. 
Classes and groups are led by mental health 
experts at Ohana, Montage Health’s youth and 
family mental health program. 

CLASSES 
n  Thriving in pregnancy 
n  Raising resilient babies 
n  Navigating fatherhood with a baby 
n  Building resilience as new parents 
n  And more 

SUPPORT GROUPS 
n  New and expecting moms 
n  New and expecting dads 
n  New moms returning to work 
n  Staying connected as new parents 

Learn more and register: 
montagehealth.org/ohanaclasses

“Our website also is a huge resource we 
lean on to advocate for our patients,” 
Stephens says. “It gives them insight into the 
Family Birth Center and what to anticipate in 
the birthing experience and once they return 
home with their newborn.”

Learn more about giving birth at the Family Birth Center: montagehealth.org/birth
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Our approach focuses on regulating feelings, effective 
communication, self-care, and healthy habits around nutrition, 
screen time, sleep, movement, social connection, and time in nature. 
The ultimate goal is to help patients build mental fi tness to foster a 
sense of well-being and learn skills to manage emotions.

— Jasmine Ebach, LMFT, Ohana Residential Program Manager, Montage Health

Patient room in Ohana’s residential 
treatment program
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Round-the-clock mental health support 
opens at Ohana

In a fi rst for Monterey County, youth who face 
severe mental and behavioral health challenges 
fi nally have access to local, 24/7 treatment and 
support thanks to the new residential treatment 
service at Ohana, Montage Health’s youth and 
family mental health program. 

In August 2024, Ohana opened this much-needed 
program dedicated to treating youth ages 12–17 who 
struggle with psychosocial issues like depression, anxiety, 
suicidal thoughts, self-harm, trauma, and parent-child 
relationship problems. 

“Our residential program cares for youth who are 
experiencing a mood disorder or anxiety and may have 
secondary issues like substance use or an eating disorder,” 
says Susan Swick, MD, Ohana’s executive director and 
Montage Health’s chief mental health offi cer. “Their 
symptoms are severe enough that they have trouble getting 
through a school day or may be chronically suicidal. Even 
when a young person is stabilized, they may come up 
against a challenge that causes them to unravel a bit. So, we 
support them during the day, evening, and weekends.”  

The voluntary program features an unlocked facility that 
houses 16 private rooms in a camp-like setting. Treatment 
is provided by a multidisciplinary team including doctors, 
nurses, therapists, registered dietitians, and care managers, 
who are social workers who coordinate with outside services 
and communicate with the family. 

A variety of therapies including occupational, music, art,
and dialectical behavior therapy (DBT) are designed to 
engage and heal residents during stays that typically last 
from two to six weeks. DBT, a family-based psychotherapy 
practice focused on emotional regulation, distress 
tolerance, relationships, and mindfulness, serves as the 
primary treatment. 

“Our approach focuses on regulating feelings, effective 

communication, self-care, and healthy habits around 
nutrition, screen time, sleep, movement, social connection, 
and time in nature,” says Jasmine Ebach, LMFT, Ohana’s 
residential program manager. “The ultimate goal is to help 
patients build mental fi tness to foster a sense of well-being 
and learn skills to manage emotions.” 

After treatment in the residential program, youth typically 
step down through Ohana’s lower levels of care, which 
include partial hospitalization (PHP) and intensive outpatient 
(IOP) programs. In lieu of attending a typical school setting, 
PHP provides therapeutic individual and group skill-building 
sessions and time for education with peers. IOP provides 
treatment three days per week after school and includes 
group sessions with peers of similar ages and conditions. 

Named with the Hawaiian word that refers to family in all 
its forms — blood-related, adoptive, and chosen — Ohana 
was established in 2019 and places a premium on the 
involvement of family in the patient’s treatment. 

In 2023 Ohana opened its award-winning Ryan Ranch 
campus, integrated with nature and art to create a healing 
environment unlike anywhere else. The unconventional 
building and innovative treatments work together to create 
an organic, comforting, and welcoming space, empowering 
patients and their families and engaging their senses of 
agency, curiosity, and possibility.

“Patients and their families learn how to 
identify, tolerate, and regulate feelings in 
ways that better serve them,” Swick says. 
“Instead of inviting people to surrender 
and give up agency to be taken care of, 
we engage patients in ways that are less 
intimidating and more hopeful.” 
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Accessing crisis support 

If you or someone you care about has suicidal 

thoughts or experiences a mental health crisis: 

n Call 911 or go to the nearest emergency department 

n Call or text 988 to reach the 988 Suicide and Crisis 

Lifeline or chat online at 988lifeline.org 

n Call (831) 687-4379 to reach the Monterey County 

Mobile Response Team for youth 

TIPS FOR CALLING 911 DURING A 
MENTAL HEALTH EMERGENCY  

Remember to:  
n Remain calm  
n Explain that your loved one is having a 

mental health crisis and is not a criminal  
n Ask for a crisis-trained offi cer 

They will ask:  
n Your name  
n The person’s name, age, and description  
n The person’s current location  
n Whether the person has access to a weapon 

Information you may need 
to communicate:  
n Mental health history and diagnosis(es)  
n Medications  
n Suicide attempts, current threats  
n Prior violence, current threats  
n Drug use  
n Contributing factors (e.g., current stressors)  
n What has helped in the past  
n Any delusions/loss of touch with reality 

Learn more about Ohana: montagehealth.org/ohana

Common space in Ohana’s residential 
treatment program
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Local philanthropist’s extraordinary gift honors 
‘constant, compassionate, and quality care’

Flo Snyder-Speck remembers the moment in 1958 
when she returned from a girls’ trip to Hawaii, 
turned on the television, and learned that the 
Brooklyn Dodgers were relocating to Los Angeles. 
Seizing the opportunity, she quickly picked up the phone and 

secured a job with the team, becoming their fi rst 
female employee. 

Her remarkable experience inspired her book, Lady in the 
Locker Room: Madcap Memoirs of the Early LA Dodgers, 

When I heard Flo wanted to recognize the laboratory staff, I knew she was talking 
about our phlebotomists. In a lab, a lot happens behind the scenes. A very important 
part are the phlebotomists who need to be very kind and patient and do everything 
correctly.  — Cheryl Gindhart-Moore, Director of Laboratory Services, Montage Health

Flo Snyder-Speck, 
Montage Health 
Foundation donor
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where she recounts how a young woman with no 
knowledge of baseball found herself working for a Major 
League Baseball team. 

After leaving the Dodgers in 1968, she became a public 
information offi cer for California’s Department of Justice, 
which took her to Sacramento. Meanwhile, Dale Speck, a 
high-ranking offi cer with the Los Angeles Police Department, 
was recruited by legendary California Attorney General 
Evelle Younger to head the department’s Division of Law 
Enforcement. 

“During the fi rst staff meeting Dale and I both attended,” 
Snyder-Speck says, “we looked across the room at each 
other and there was an instant connection. That night we 
had dinner together at Frank Fat’s famous restaurant. From 
then on, there was nobody else for me.” 

In July 2018, Dale, who ended his justice career as Deputy 
Attorney General before going into private practice, died in 
the Carmel community where he and Snyder-Speck retired. 
He was 92. 

In gratitude for what Snyder-Speck calls “the constant, 
compassionate, and quality care” her husband received at 
Community Hospital of the Monterey Peninsula, she recently 
donated $500,000 to Montage Health Foundation

“Philanthropic gifts like Flo’s are crucial to 
driving innovation and ensuring the highest 
quality of care at Montage Health,” says 
Michele Melicia Young, director of Montage 
Health Foundation. “They empower us to 
continuously enhance our services and 
provide exceptional care. Flo’s generosity 
will leave a legacy, particularly in our 
Laboratory Services department, and support 
our ongoing commitment to compassionate, 
top-tier patient care.”

to support the Laboratory Services department’s 
“continued excellence.” 

“We were so grateful that, no matter what happened, the 
hospital was always there to take care of Dale,” she says. 
“In fact, we were in that lab so often, we joked they should 
have a plaque for us.” 

Now they will. Snyder-Speck says she made her donation 
to honor her husband and support the facility that 
honored him. 

“When I heard Flo wanted to recognize the laboratory staff, I 
knew she was talking about our phlebotomists,” says Cheryl 
Gindhart-Moore, Montage Health’s director of Laboratory 
Services. “In a lab, a lot happens behind the scenes. A very 
important part are the phlebotomists, who need to be very 
kind and patient and do everything correctly.” 

Gindhart-Moore has chosen, through Snyder-Speck’s 
generosity, to recognize her phlebotomists by upgrading 
to state-of-the-art blood draw chairs for patients, which 
will be installed in Laboratory Services facilities throughout 
Montage Health, enhancing patient safety and comfort and 
providing consistency for phlebotomists. 

Blood-draw carts that are wheeled to patient rooms are 
also getting a major upgrade, which will again set a new 
standard of world-class equipment for Montage Health’s 
phlebotomists and patients. 

Dale Speck
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2024 IMPACT AT A GLANCE 
Thanks to the generosity of 1,162 donors and 
519 volunteers, Montage Health Foundation: 

GRANTED $11.6 MILLION 
to enhance our community’s 
healthcare services 

PROVIDED 86,000 
VOLUNTEER HOURS to 
enhance the patient experience 

AWARDED $960,000 IN 
SCHOLARSHIPS to Monterey 
County students exploring 
healthcare careers 

Montage Health Foundation 
donors and volunteers are the 
heart of our impact

Thank you to all our donors and volunteers for 
being champions of community health. 

INTERESTED IN GIVING BACK? 
Give a gift to make a meaningful 
difference for patients in our community: 
montagehealth.org/give2pulse 

VOLUNTEER OPPORTUNITIES: 
montagehealth.org/volunteer
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High-quality healthcare for every 
community member

In October 2023, only days away from departing 
for his freshman year of college at Pepperdine 
University, 18-year-old Nathan Jennings saw his 
future fl ash before his eyes. 

“I went to the Emergency department at Community 
Hospital of the Monterey Peninsula because I started 
experiencing chest pains,” says Jennings, who was a recent 
Pacifi c Grove High School graduate. “I thought I was having 
some kind of heart problem.” 

I just listened to Nathan’s story. He told me he was 18, had 
just graduated high school, was about to go off to college, and 
insurance wouldn’t cover his Emergency department visit.

— Robin Arriola, Patient Business Services, Montage Health
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Applying for Sponsored Care 

Visit montagehealth.org/sponsoredcare to view eligibility and download the Sponsored Care application. 

Patients can also call (831) 625-4922 to request an application by mail or pick one up at 

Community Hospital of the Monterey Peninsula. 

Mail your completed application to PO Box HH, Monterey, CA 93942. 

The Emergency department cardiologist who examined the 
teenager had good news: His pains were not heart-related 
but likely the result of costochondritis, a condition that 
causes infl ammation of the cartilage that connects the ribs 
to the breastbone. 

“I was told that it might have been from lifting weights 
or something akin to that,” Jennings says of the 
alarming episode. 

But another scare soon followed. Jennings’ insurance — 
which the student and his family believed would cover the 
entire Emergency department visit — paid for none of it. 

“My mom, grandfather, and I went to the Patient Business 
Services offi ces at the hospital to talk to them about my 
situation,” recalls Jennings, who was eagerly looking 
forward to his fi rst semester of college. “Especially 
considering my upcoming tuition, I was nervous.” 

Waiting to alleviate their anxiety was 33-year Community 
Hospital veteran Robin Arriola, a professional problem solver 
at Patient Business Services. 

“I just listened to Nathan’s story,” Arriola says. “He told me 
he was 18, had just graduated high school, was about to go 
off to college, and insurance wouldn’t cover his Emergency 
department visit.” 

Arriola learned that Jennings, like many recent 
college-bound students, was not employed, and 

determined that he was eligible for Montage Health’s 
Sponsored Care program, which is available to patients who 
need fi nancial assistance. 

Jennings fi lled out one form and his mother wrote a letter 
of support on his behalf. The result? He was eligible for full 
relief through Sponsored Care, and Montage Health picked 
up the entire tab. 

Grateful to receive free care so he can focus on his 
education, Jennings plans to graduate in 2027 with a degree 
in international business. 

Jennings and his mother wrote a letter to Arriola expressing 
their gratitude.

Arriola says the Sponsored Care program exists so all 
community members can access high-quality healthcare 
regardless of their ability to pay. “Nathan is a terrifi c young 
man,” she says. “It’s wonderful to be able to help patients in 
such a meaningful way.”

“Dear Robin, thank you for helping my son, 
Nathan, get through the fi nancial assistance 
process,” his mother wrote. “You were 
truly so sweet and a godsend.” Jennings 
added, “Thank you dearly for helping us and 
providing us with the coverage we needed.”
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New program empowers employees to 
advance their careers

Leslie Arango got the fi rst and most prized 
commodity on her wish list — weekends with her 
12-year-old daughter — when she was selected 
in early fall 2024 as one of three participants in 

Montage Health’s new clinical career program.

The program, funded by philanthropic support through 
Montage Health Foundation, enables staff to attend school 
and stop working while still receiving pay and benefi ts. 

Our goal for each employee in our organization is for them to 
be able to reach their highest potential while working here.

— Greg Smorzewski, Chief Human Resources Offi cer, Montage Health

Bradley Enea, Leslie Arango, and Joshua Hernandez
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Participants attend two-year accredited clinical healthcare 
programs in typically hard-to-fi ll jobs, empowering staff 
while at the same time helping to fi ll critical healthcare roles 
and increase access to care.

“Before I started the program, I was in the fi rst year of 
school,” says Arango, a Community Hospital of the Monterey 
Peninsula radiology technologist aide pursuing a degree in 
nuclear medicine technology. “I was taking classes online 
and working weekends to make up that time.” 

Her daughter would go to an after-school program and wait 
for her dad or Arango’s parents to pick her up. 

“It felt terrible as a parent,” says Arango, the primary 
caregiver for her daughter. “I would get that mom guilt. I 
was doing my best so I could make a good living later on, 
but it was really hard.” 

Arango’s selection represented a monumental, generational 
shift for her, the oldest of fi ve children who watched her 
parents work multiple jobs to support the family. 

The clinical career program was also a boon for Bradley Enea 
and Joshua Hernandez, the two other participants selected 
in the inaugural offering. 

The timing was spot-on for Hernandez. He and his wife 
welcomed their fi rst child on November 14, 2024 — a 
healthy 7-pound, 5-ounce baby girl. Presently an emergency 
services technician in the hospital’s Emergency department, 
Hernandez is working toward becoming a cardiac 
ultrasound technician. 

Enea, a pharmacy technician at the hospital, started 

attending Hartnell College’s two-year nursing program in 
August 2024 with plans to return to Montage Health when 
he graduates.  

“Our goal for each employee in our organization is for them 
to be able to reach their highest potential while working 
here,” says Greg Smorzewski, Montage Health’s chief human 
resources offi cer and clinical career program co-founder, 
along with Eric LoMonaco, Montage Health’s director of 
Diagnostic and Interventional Radiology. 

“By essentially paying employees to go back to school,” 
Smorzewski says, “they have peace of mind while they work 
to achieve their goals and advance into positions that are 
sometimes diffi cult for us to fi ll. I couldn’t be happier that 
we are helping employees pursue their dreams while at the 
same time keeping our community healthy by having the 
best workforce in Monterey County.” 

Arango plans to return to Montage Health once she 
graduates and passes the board exams. For now, though, 
she is celebrating being part of the clinical career program, 
particularly on weekends. Arango and her daughter love 
spending their time together — movies, walks, dinners out. 

“I think it’s helped our relationship improve,” Arango says. 
“Before, there were times when she said, ‘You never spend 
time with me.’ And I would tell her, ‘I know, but this will help 
us later on. We’ll be able to do a lot more.’”

“Listening to my parents talk about the 
struggles and going through things, you 
don’t want to be stuck in that same 
situation,” Arango says. “They said, 
‘Don’t be like us. Don’t struggle having to 
work two jobs or jobs that don’t pay you 
enough to live.’” 

Leslie Arango and her daughter
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HIGH SCHOOL SERVICE-LEARNING 

Monterey County high schoolers spend the summer volunteering in areas 
including Nutrition Services, patient companions, and Visitor Services. 
Volunteers can also join the Healthcare Careers Academy, a year-long volunteer 
program featuring behind-the-scenes experiences, presentations from industry 
professionals, and support for applying to college-level healthcare programs. 
Participants with at least 100 hours are eligible for scholarships. 

Learn more and apply: montagehealth.org/service-learning 

SUMMER INTERNSHIPS FOR COLLEGE STUDENTS 

College students get hands-on experience in clinical or non-clinical areas 
including the Emergency department, inpatient rehabilitation, radiology, 
behavioral health, and fi nance. Students work alongside providers and staff to 
practice essential career-readiness skills and are eligible for a scholarship after 
completing the internship. 

Learn more and apply: montagehealth.org/intern 

MINORITIES IN MEDICINE  

Underrepresented, fi rst-generation, and low-income aspiring medical 
professionals in Monterey County receive mentorship, fi nancial support, clinical 
experience, and assistance in applying to high-level programs like medical 
school. Participants spend a year shadowing doctors at Community Hospital of 
the Monterey Peninsula, experiencing the full spectrum of patient care. 

Learn more and apply: vicky.walsh@montagehealth.org 

Shaping the future of our local healthcare workforce 

Made possible by community support, these Montage Health Foundation programs empower local 
students to achieve careers in healthcare, cultivating a homegrown workforce and helping youth reach 
their dreams. 
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Montage Health’s Employee of the Year 
and Physician Recognition Award

Teresa Nunes of Montage Health’s Business 
Development department and gastroenterologist 
Kathryn Swanson, MD — the 2024 recipients of 
two of Montage Health’s most-prestigious year-end 
honors — share multiple traits, according to the colleagues 

who nominated them: selfl ess service, compassionate 
caregiving, unwavering dedication, positivity, an ability 
to collaborate with and support their colleagues, and a 
steadfast commitment to Montage Health’s patients and 
the community. 

Teresa’s positive attitude, 
exceptional customer service, and 
ability to collaborate with and 
support colleagues and stakeholders 
exemplify her spirit of hard work 
and dedication to her craft. Her 
commitment to our health system 
and its mission is truly inspiring.

— Nomination

A healer, master of the art, and 
knowledgeable provider of 
medical care, combining her deep 
understanding of medicine with 
grace and approachability, Kathy 
epitomizes the best attributes of 
a true physician.

— Daniel Hightower, MD

Kathryn Swanson, MD, 
Physician Recognition 
Award recipient

Teresa Nunes, 
Employee of the Year
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“We are often their fi rst phone call if 
they have a question or need a resource 
— information, technology, or whatever 
else they’re looking for — and aren’t 
certain how to access it,” she says. “As 
physician liaisons, we are the link between 
the hospital and our community’s health 
providers. Our role is about ensuring that 
doctors and their staff have what they 
need to better serve their patients.”

“Talented medical staff, state-of-the-art 
facilities — it was everything Stanford and 
UC San Francisco were,” she says. “The level 
of care was sophisticated and up to date. The 
nursing staff was exemplary. As a physician, 
you’re only as good as the people around 
you, and Montage Health is outstanding.”

TERESA NUNES, EMPLOYEE OF THE YEAR 

For busy doctors and medical staffers, the person most 
frequently on speed dial might be Teresa Nunes, a physician 
liaison and Montage Health’s 2024 Employee of the Year. 
If she doesn’t have exactly what they require to make their 
jobs a bit easier, she’ll cheerfully fi nd a way to get it. 

The 12-and-a-half-year Montage Health veteran and 
Monterey County native was surprised and humbled to be 
one of 10 nominees for Employee of the Year. 

“I was truly honored, grateful, and completely shocked 
to win the award,” Nunes says. “Those who are familiar 
with me know that I am seldom at a loss for words, yet 
this occasion was one of those rare moments. I was deeply 
moved. It is truly an honor and privilege to be a part of such 
an outstanding organization, surrounded by exceptional 
colleagues. My passion for helping others makes this 
experience even more meaningful.”

And according to her Employee of the Year nomination, 
helping others is one of the things that Nunes does best. 

“Teresa’s positive attitude, exceptional customer service, 
and ability to collaborate with and support colleagues 
and stakeholders exemplify her spirit of hard work and 
dedication to her craft,” her nomination reads. “Her 
commitment to our health system and its mission is 
truly inspiring.”

KATHRYN SWANSON, MD, PHYSICIAN RECOGNITION AWARD RECIPIENT 

The recipient of Community Hospital of the Monterey 
Peninsula’s 2024 Physician Recognition Award has been 
surrounded by top-drawer medical professionals from the 
moment she fi rst opened her eyes. 

Kathryn Swanson, MD, was born at a worldwide epicenter of 
medical excellence — Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore 
— where her dad, Dr. Phillip D. Swanson, met her mom 
Sheila, a young laboratory technician and Johns Hopkins 
University PhD student. 

“I was always drawn to jobs that involved caregiving,” 
Swanson says. “I worked in a retirement home when I was 
in high school. I was an au pair in Switzerland during the 
summer. I even had a part-time job as a nanny when I was in 
college at Stanford.” 

Swanson graduated from Stanford in 1982, earned her 
medical degree in 1987 from the University of Chicago, 

studied internal medicine for three years at University of 
California, San Francisco, and returned to Stanford for her 
fellowship in gastroenterology, becoming board-certifi ed 
in 1993. 

When Swanson and her husband Mark Vierra, MD, a surgeon 
with Montage Medical Group, moved to Monterey in 2001, 
they were immediately impressed with what they found.
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Congratulations to all Employee of the Year nominees and 
medical staff award recipients 

Find a career at Montage Health: montagehealth.org/careers

Swanson says she was humbled to be nominated and 
very surprised to be celebrated with the Physician 
Recognition Award. 

“I feel that there are so many other people who deserve this 
award more than I do, and I’m so grateful,” she says. “There 
are so many extraordinary doctors here who are deeply 
dedicated to their patients and the hospital.” 

But colleagues who nominated Swanson place her among 
the elite doctors they’ve been privileged to know. 

“Kathy has been one of the most caring, skilled, and 
responsive physicians on the medical staff for decades,” says 
Daniel Hightower, MD, a Montage Health radiologist. “Her 
compassionate care has helped multitudes of patients over 
the years, with a grace that personifi es the word physician. 
A healer, master of the art, and knowledgeable provider of 
medical care, combining her deep understanding of medicine 
with grace and approachability, Kathy epitomizes the best 
attributes of a true physician. She has been a leader of other 
physicians, demonstrating to other doctors the traits of 
availability, affability, and ability.”

EMPLOYEE OF THE YEAR NOMINEES 
Sawsan Al-Nimri, Laboratory Services 

Ann Bispo, Care Coordination Services 

Elmar Dela Cruz, Westland House 

Natasha DiPretoro, Safety 

Gabe Gaerlan, Information Technology Operations 

Kelly Giles, Risk Management and Compliance 

Diane Hatcher, Aspire Health 

Joti Kaur, Financial Services 

Chelsea Zehm, Patient Business Services 

MEDICAL STAFF AWARD RECIPIENTS 

Community Service 
Magaly Sazani, MD, for her exceptional contributions in 
the form of volunteer services to the community

Excellence and Innovation in Medicine 
Martha Blum, MD, PhD, for her contributions to 
medicine and her leadership in championing the health 
and well-being of the community

Golden Stethoscope 
Marko Rakic, MD, for exemplifying outstanding 
clinical care and service to the hospital, medical staff, 
and community

Rookie of the Year 
Ahmad Edris, MD, and Roshini Yapa, MD, for their 
outstanding clinical care and service to the hospital, 
medical staff, and community
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This packet can wipe out this whole school and staff. From one year 
to the next, Monterey High could be there, then not there. Look to 
your left and right. Some of your friends aren’t going to be here if 
we don’t change.

— Jorge Favela, Bilingual Community Liaison, Monterey High School
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Powerful presentations aim to turn tide on 
middle and high school substance use

“Mr. George” surveyed the scene at Saturday 
Academy. A couple dozen Monterey High School teenagers 
giving up precious weekend sleep-in time to make up for 
missteps during the school week. Not interested in being 
there. Just trying to do the deal from 8 a.m. until noon. 
Defi nitely not down with giving up their phones. 

But Mr. George — whose actual name is Jorge Favela — 
was undaunted this particular Saturday. He had something 
important to share. About fentanyl and cannabis and vapes. 

Eyes rolled. “Awww, c’mon bruh, really?”  

Favela waited it out. He asked for 45 minutes of focused 
time. And then, you could hear a pin drop. 

“I brought them close, and I made it personal,” says Favela, 
the bilingual community liaison for Monterey High School, 
who was introducing Montage Health’s Prescribe Safe 
initiative for substance use awareness in Monterey County 
middle and high schools. “I told them, ‘I sat in an assembly 
just like this when I was your age. I sat, and I chuckled. I 
talked with my friends. I was a freshman. And by my senior 
year, I lost four friends to drinking and driving, three in one 
accident.’ At that point, I got their attention.” 

Back then, alcohol was the big temptation. Local police 
departments would tow totaled cars — ones that had been 
involved in drunk driving crashes — into high school parking 
lots for display just before graduation. Tough love. 

Now, the shock of those 3,500-ton vehicles has been 
replaced by the terror of a 2-inch-by-2.5-inch sugar packet. 
It’s one image on one slide in the 46-slide Prescribe Safe 
curriculum. But, goodness, the staying power. 

Slide 20. A single, 4-gram sugar packet (something this 

group probably dumped into their morning coffee trying to 
get ready for the 8 a.m. Saturday roll call) accompanied by 
this question: “How many people do you think can die from 
this tiny amount of fentanyl?”  

The answer? Slide 21. 2,000 people. 

“This packet can wipe out this whole school and staff,” 
Favela says. “From one year to the next, Monterey High 
could be there, then not there. Look to your left and right. 
Some of your friends aren’t going to be here if we 
don’t change.” 

He reminded them that Monterey High School has already 
lost two students to drugs. 

“And one of them sat in my offi ce a week before they 
passed away,” he continues, struggling with his emotions as 
he sorts through the memories. 

Bringing them close and presenting the Prescribe Safe 

“I do get emotional,” he says. “When the 
last student died this past summer, I was 
in San Antonio watching my son graduate 
from basic training for the Air Force. I was 
crying tears of joy for my son and, at the 
same time, heartbroken for the kid we all 
cared about. You get to know these kids on 
a personal level, and you want to help them. 
You always wonder what you could have 
done differently.”
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education to an unwilling-turned-captive audience at the 
Saturday Academy is a defi nite start. 

AN AWARD-WINNING EFFORT 

Prescribe Safe’s work to keep Monterey County youth 
drug-free has prompted change, increased awareness, 
and prevented opioid overdoses — and offi cials are 
taking notice. 

Recently, the Monterey County Offi ce of Education (MCOE) 
honored the program for partnering with schools to provide 
free drug prevention education and resources. 

Last year, Prescribe Safe — founded in 2014 and funded 
through grant support from Montage Health Foundation — 
received the fi rst Safe and Healthy Schools and 
Communities Leadership Award, given by MCOE 
and Monterey County Safe and Healthy Schools and 
Communities Coalition (MCSHSCC). 

The MCSHSCC collaborative includes Prescribe Safe and 
more than 65 partners from healthcare, law enforcement, 
education, fi rst responders, behavioral health, probation, 
juvenile justice, and other youth-supporting agencies 
focused on battling the county’s opioid crisis. 

Since Prescribe Safe launched its classroom curriculum 
pilot in December 2023, 13 schools and 25 teachers have 
implemented the program, reaching almost 1,300 students. 

From Prescribe Safe’s 
school curriculum 
Someone dies of a drug overdose in the United 
States every 5 minutes. Nine out of 10 adults 
who struggle with addiction started using 
substances before age 18. 

SIGNS OF SUBSTANCE USE 
n  Changes in mood, weight, hygiene, and/or sleep 
n  Missing school or work responsibilities 
n  Decreased interest in usual hobbies and activities 
n  Unexpected irritability or anger 
n  Markings on skin: bruising, scars, wounds, 

infections, or burns 
n  Wearing different clothing to hide skin and 

cover markings 

HOW CAN YOU HELP? 

Carry naloxone 
Naloxone is an over-the-counter medicine 
that can reverse an opioid overdose and 
save a life. Carry it everywhere you go. 
Visit montagehealth.org/prescribesafe 
to learn how to get free naloxone.

Reduce risk 
If your home has prescription medication 
and/or alcohol, make sure they are secure. 
Take unused medications to a drug 
disposal bin. 

Know your resources 
Visit montagehealth.org/prescribesafe 
for resources on naloxone, drug disposal 
bins, alcohol and drug recovery, having 
important conversations, preventing youth 
substance use, and more.

“Our hope is that, in addition to presenting 
facts, we’re also giving students problem-
solving and decision-making confi dence,” 
says Yasmine Elsherbini, Montage Health’s 
director of community health and wellness. 
“We want them to have the confi dence to 
say ‘no.’” 

Learn more about Prescribe Safe: montagehealth.org/prescribesafe
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Fuzzy blue mascot leads charge 
against type 2 diabetes

Something interesting happened to elementary 
school teacher Natalia Ricigliano when she was 
formally introduced to “The Beast.” Something she 
didn’t expect. The giant, furry blue creature kind of shook 
her. Not in a scary way, but defi nitely in a way. 

The star mascot of Aspire Health’s The Beast campaign 
against type 2 diabetes — an animated, somewhat 

humorous nudge toward healthy lifestyle changes — gave 
Ricigliano and her third graders pause. 

“They loved the monster,” says Ricigliano, who last year 
added the diabetes education to her curriculum at University 
Park Elementary in Salinas. “They found him hilarious. He 
looks like Cookie Monster.” 

But . . . 

The Beast curriculum aligns with our purpose, values, and beliefs. It has a positive 
impact on the students, their families, and ultimately the broader community. We 
want our students to take care of themselves and those around them.  

— Drew Coleman, Principal, Ione Olson Elementary

The Beast at Healthy Youth Field Day
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“We learned that TV time should be 2 hours or less,” 
Ricigliano says. “And I thought, ‘Oh, I spend 4 or 5 hours on 
TV every night.’ And we learned about the sugary treats they 
drink every day and how a plate should have vegetables 
and fruits. We all had this realization of, ‘Oh, I guess we are 
pretty off on some of our lifestyle choices.’” 

Her students’ reactions were rapid and their turnaround 
impressive. Those third graders (and their teacher) took in 
the “5210” American Academy of Pediatrics guidelines — 
5 daily servings of fruits and vegetables, 2 hours or less of 
recreational screen time, 1 hour of physical activity, and 0 
sugary drinks — and began making changes.  

There was a bike day. They used their “brain breaks” (the 
time Ricigliano gave them to decompress) to complete 
Beast-related activities and color in their Beast books. Then 
they spread the word. 

Ricigliano put the presentation on the classroom’s 
Google Drive and challenged her students to show it to 
their parents. 

And an important one, given that about 45 percent of 
Monterey County residents have prediabetes or type 2 
diabetes. A U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
report released in May noted that, without intervention, the 
incidence of type 2 diabetes among kids and teens could 
increase by 700 percent by 2060. 

“We know that habits formed during childhood carry into 
adulthood,” says Liz Lorenzi, chief operating offi cer of 
Aspire Health’s Population Health division, “which is why 

teaching kids about healthy behaviors that help prevent type 
2 diabetes can empower them to make informed choices 
about their future.” 

In the 2024–2025 school year, 33 schools, 11 school 
districts, and 111 teachers — on the Monterey Peninsula 
and in Salinas and north and south Monterey County — 
presented The Beast curriculum, reaching more than 
2,500 students.

“The curriculum is ready to go for easy implementation,” 
says Mia McKernan, a community health program manager 
at Aspire Health. “There are lesson plans tailored to each 
grade that include an overview of type 2 diabetes, its risks, 
and information about what kids can do every day to create 
healthier lifestyles.” 

Drew Coleman, principal of Ione Olson Elementary in 
Marina, is also a fan of the education. 

“The Beast curriculum aligns with our purpose, values, 
and beliefs,” Coleman says. “It has a positive impact on 
the students, their families, and ultimately the broader 
community. We want our students to take care of themselves 
and those around them.” 

Learn your diabetes risk: aspirehealth.org/thebeast

“I think 90 percent showed it to their 
parents, and some families started setting 
goals,” she says. “It has been a really 
effective experience for the kids and 
their families.” 
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TRY THIS BEAST-FREE RECIPE 

Avocado and garbanzo bean sandwich
Prep time: 10 minutes  |  Servings: 2 

INGREDIENTS 

1 15-ounce can garbanzo beans, 
drained and rinsed  

1 ripe avocado, cubed  
Juice of 1 lemon  
1 teaspoon olive oil  
Salt and pepper to taste  
4 slices whole-wheat bread, 

toasted 

DIRECTIONS

1. In a medium bowl, combine the garbanzo beans and avocado. Using a fork 
or potato masher, mash until well-combined but slightly chunky.  

2. Add the lemon juice, olive oil, salt, and pepper. Mix well to incorporate 
all fl avors.  

3. Toast the bread slices to your preference.  

4. Spread the avocado and garbanzo mash evenly over two slices of 
toasted bread.  

5. Add your favorite fresh vegetables such as sliced tomatoes, cucumbers, 
shredded carrots, or leafy greens for extra crunch and fl avor.  

6. Top with the remaining slices of bread, slice in half, and enjoy. 

Make this a family-fun activity by inviting children to help mash the avocado and garbanzo beans and build their 
sandwiches. Whole-wheat bread, avocados, and garbanzo beans are good sources of fi ber, while avocado adds healthy 
fats to the dish. Pile on your favorite vegetables to meet the goal of fi ve servings of fruits and vegetables per day. 

This recipe was provided by Blue Zones Project, a community-wide well-being improvement initiative designed to make 
the healthy choice the easy choice: montereycounty.bluezonesproject.com 
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