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Following the recent deci-
sion for Tulare Local Healthcare 
District (TLHCD) to settle its 
lawsuits with Healthcare Con-
glomerate Associates (HCCA), 
the Tulare community is waging 
an uphill battle to get Tulare Re-
gional Medical Center (TRMC) 

up and running again. 
One group involved in this ef-

fort is Tulare group Citizens for 
Hospital Accountability. Among 
its members are Deanne Martin-
Soares, a former TRMC nurse 
and member of the District 
board from 2000 to 2008 and 
Patricia Drilling-Phelps, a local 
dentist.

DAVID CASTELLON | Tulare Regional Medical Center has been closed since the end of October 2017 due to 
financial problems. It is currently in bankruptcy, and settling a financial battle with former management firm 
Healthcare Conglomerate Associates. From left, Benny and Iddo Benzeevi.

“I think that it’s probably the 
worst thing that’s happened in 
Tulare, in my opinion, and that’s 
why I got involved,” Drilling-
Phelps said. “There was a failed 
racetrack — different projects, 
anyway — that had problems, but 
this by far is more involved and 
more corrupt.”

The racetrack in question is 
the Tulare Motor Sports Com-
plex, a failed NASCAR speedway 
and retail development that was 
proposed for the city and aban-
doned in 2011. 

Last October, a federal judge 
allowed the board to end its con-
tract with HCCA, which is run by 
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Editor’s note: This story is the 
first of a series with a look at 
how Tulare Local Healthcare 
District’s relationship with 
Healthcare Conglomerate As-
sociates led to the bankruptcy 
and closing of Tulare Regional 
Medical Center.

Failed Tulare 
County new 
town’s price 
tag: $5.5M

Yokohl Ranch, a proposed 
10,000-home foothills town 
east of Exeter, may never be 
built, but the 13 years of effort 
to do so came at a significant 
cost.

In fact, Tulare County em-
ployees put in just over 13,000 
hours of combined work to 
help develop the project at a 
cost — along with fees paid to 
contractors hired by the county 
— of more than $5.52 million, 
according to a report released 
Thursday in the agenda for 
Tuesday’s county Board of Su-
pervisors meeting.

But those millions haven’t 
come out of the county’s cof-
fers.

Early on in the development 

On Sunday, 39 drivers in two 
divisions lined up for 80 laps 
in one of the only short-track 
raceways televising events 
across the nation. 

It was the Madera Speed-
way’s second race this year 

in the RPM Mortgage Pro 
Late-Model Series division and 

51FIFTY Junior Late-Model Se-
ries Division Race.

The Bay Area’s RPM Mort-
gage and 51FIFTY energy 
drinks in Merced County are 
just some of the fruits of a 
new marketing push to draw 
sponsors from across the 
state. The fact that races are 
televised is a key part of the 

FAST TIMES IN MADERA
Speedway revs its 
profile with new 
sponsors, 
television 
show
 COURTESY OF JASON WEDEHASE | Matt Erickson gets toasted for 
his victory Sunday in the RPM Mortgage Pro Late Model division at the 

Madera Speedway. Viewers around the world will get to see Erickson’s 
victory in June on MAVTV.
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Dr. Yorai “Benny” Benzeevi. Benzeevi’s 
company, which managed TRMC, has 
been blamed by many in Tulare for 
the current state of the hospital, which 
went bankrupt last year. 

“Nurses were telling me that they 
didn’t have supplies. They were saying 
that things were duct-taped togeth-
er, equipment didn’t work,” Drilling-
Phelps said. “I had a surgeon tell me 
that the suction in the OR worked about 
50 percent of the time.” 

According to Drilling-Phelps, the sur-
geon also claimed that the staff had dif-
ficulty finding equipment that wasn’t 
already on the tray due to the frequent 
turnover rates. 

The Business Journal reached out to 
Iddo Benzeevi’s office for comment, 
but did not receive a reply. The Busi-
ness Journal also reached out to Baker & 
Hostetler, LLP, the Los Angeles law firm 
representing HCCA and Benny Ben-
zeevi, which refused to comment.

The District selected HCCA to run the 
hospital, signing an agreement in 2014. 
Other potential companies considered 
for the management contract included 
Adventist Health and Alecto Healthcare 
Services.

“There were very good candidates… 
and at the eleventh hour comes a fifth 
person, and its Benzeevi,” Martin-
Soares said. “They were let in at the very 
eleventh hour and they ended up being 
the ones selected and they weren’t even 
an entity.”

A former ER doctor at TRMC, Ben-
zeevi was selected over the competition 
despite, as his opponents have pointed 

out, having never before run a hospital. 
The reasons for Benzeevi’s appointment 
have been subjected to speculation, but 
the Citizens for Hospital Accountability 
have suggested that the reason may be 
because the District hoped HCCA could 
complete the failed Tower One con-
struction project with the help of Dr. 
Benzeevi’s brother, Iddo. 

Intimidation tactics
In the Inland Empire city of Moreno 

Valley, Iddo Benzeevi has gained a repu-
tation as an ambitious land developer. 
Meanwhile, his opponents have alleged 
that Iddo will go to any lengths neces-
sary to get what he wants—and that he 
isn’t afraid to throw money around.  

“It’s not the way most developers 
work. I think the disruption of the com-
munity has been particularly unset-
tling,” said Penny Newman, a candidate 
for the Riverside County Board of Su-
pervisors. “They control everybody who 
would stand and oppose.”

On one occasion, financial records 
published by Buzzfeed reporter Jessica 
Garrison show a political action com-
mittee backed by Iddo spent more than 
$60,000 to unseat a Moreno Valley city 
councilman who had conducted a sur-
vey of his district’s support regarding 
the building of a Skechers warehouse 
and distribution center in 2008. A Cali-
fornia 460 Form for political funding 
shows that in that same year, his com-
pany, Highland Fairview, spent more 
than $260,000 in donations and loans 
towards Moreno Valley elections.

“Iddo’s been around for a long time 
and none of his projects have ever come 
to fruition,” Newman said, adding that 
the Skechers warehouse was the first 

one. “Iddo has not been really effective 
other than creating a great deal of mis-
trust and animosity within the commu-
nity.”

Newman, who founded the Center 
for Community Action and Environ-
mental Justice, said that the organiza-
tion is attempting to put a halt on Iddo’s 
latest project, the World Logistics Cen-
ter, a 40.6 million-square foot ware-
house space. Newman, however, said 
their efforts have been met with harsh 
opposition by Iddo and Highland Fair-
view.

In one incident in 2015, volunteers 
attempted to gather the needed signa-
tures to put a referendum up to vote, 
when, according to a report by the Cen-
ter for Community Action, they were 
met by eight people carrying bullhorns 
and shouting obscenities. 

“They were vulgar, rude, disrespect-
ful, unprofessional,” said one of the 
signers, a Moreno Valley resident, on 
Facebook. “Literally called me names 
for signing the petition and called one 
of the signature gatherers the ‘N’ word, 
called me fat and stupid and said my/
our vote is ‘one’ and doesn’t even count.”

“It’s pretty much difficult to have any 
civil discussion with anyone,” Newman 
said. “It’s really just impossible to have 
any rational conversation about it.”

Iddo and Benny in Tulare
When HCCA was selected to run the 

hospital, one of the primary concerns 
was the completion of the construction 
of the Tower One expansion project at 
the hospital, which had come to a halt 
amidst financial trouble. The Citizens 
for Hospital Accountability argue that 
Iddo was at the heart of this selling 

point. 
Minute reports from a Dec. 4, 2013 

meeting of the Board of Directors read 
that HCCA had “a mega-scale project 
developer” included in their “nationally 
renowned team” of experts. 

“This was how they sold it, really,” 
Drilling-Phelps said. “While Benny has 
never done anything — this is kind of 
the idea — we have all these top, top 
guys. We’re going to bring in the best 
CEO, we’ve got the best people in the 
business. We can bring in this guy who’s 
built this Sketchers warehouse.”

The minute report also shows Iddo 
being asked by a community member 
about any projects that he started with-
out finishing.

“Iddo Benzeevi is not in health care, 
he’s in construction,” the report reads, 
“and has completed one of the largest 
buildings in the nation.”

Iddo added there were no lawsuits 
and “nobody is suing us.”

“He’s the personable one. He’s the guy 
that can convince you,” Drilling-Phelps 
said. “Benny is kind of antisocial. He 
yells at his staff and yelled at patients. 
I don’t think he’s well liked in general. 
Iddo is smoother.”

Upon being asked if HCCA antici-
pated being able to complete the tower, 
they responded that they did not know 
what the issues were yet, but that they 
had the expertise. 

“He went from being [on] the staff, 
head of the doctors for the emergency 
room,” Martin-Soares said. “In less than 
seven months, he’s the new CEO of the 
hospital.”

of Yokohl Ranch — before the develop-
ers announced in late January of this 
year that they were scrapping their 
plans — officials concluded that work-
ing to help develop the series of homes 
and businesses on 36,000 acres in the 
Yokohl Valley would involve consider-
able county resources.

That work involved initiating work 
to modify the county’s General Plan 
and Foothill Growth Management 
Plan, as well as developing a commu-
nity plan or master development plan, 
along with other plans to accommo-

date the project.
So in November 2006, the county 

entered a memorandum of under-
standing with the developer, Yokohl 
Ranch Company — owned by Corcor-
an-based J.G. Boswell Company, Cali-
fornia’s largest farming business — to 
reimburse the county for 100 percent 
of its staff time and payments to con-
sultants for the project.

The development proposal involved 
building homes for about 30,000 resi-
dents over 25 to 30 years, along with 
parks, schools, a golf course and retail 
and commercial spaces that would 
have included grocery stores, restau-
rants, medical offices and more.

But the plan faced opposition from 
the start, which included challenges 
to whether Boswell Company could 
get enough water to the site to sup-
port a community with a population 
comparable to Selma, along with the 
effects such a large community might 
have on the area’s ecology and on the 
quiet, country lifestyles of residents 
already there. 

The recent recession also delayed 
the development.

Boswell Company notified the 
county on Jan. 31 that it no longer 
would pursue the project, stating in a 
letter that its decision was “consistent 
with the company’s strategic goal of 

building shareholder value by direct-
ing resources and efforts to its core 
agricultural businesses.”

Company officials also concluded 
that market conditions and the eco-
nomic forecast didn’t justify the fi-
nancial investment necessary to con-
tinue the project, it continued.

Days later, the county asked all ven-
dors that had done work for the coun-
ty on the project to send in their final 
bills. 

During Tuesday’s meeting, the su-
pervisors are expected to vote to agree 
to pay $28,638 to the San Diego of-
fice of Michael Baker International, a 
planning and review consulting busi-
ness, for its contracted work.

That would leave $16,570 in the re-
imbursement account that Yokohl 
Ranch Company had been paying 
into as part of its agreement with the 
county.

The board also is expected to return 
all but $3,000 and hold it for 90 more 
days to cover any more unexpected 
bills from contractors, rather than the 
county having to go back to the devel-
oper to ask for that money, said Sher-
man Dix, Tulare County’s Resource 
Management Agency director.

It’s not clear how much more devel-
opers invested in the Yokohl Ranch. 
While that may seem a big waste now, 
that may not be the case in the future, 
as the report to the supervisors notes 
that all the work the county and the 
contractors did are on file and could 
be used later if the developers ever 
decide to revive the project.

CONTRIBUTED | An artist’s rendering of the proposed 10,000-home Yokohl Ranch development, which cost more than $5.5 million in development costs reimbursed to Tulare County.
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