
PE
RI

O
DI

CA
L:

TI
M

E
SE

NS
IT

IV
E

PR
IO

RI
TY

 
HA

ND
LI

NG

FRIDAY, APRIL 20, 2018  ISSUE # 325376 | $1.25 PER COPY  USPS 145-100

thebusinessjournal.com

THE

Economic 
Development
Cracking the downtown formula

U P D AT E D  D A I LY
www.thebusinessjournal.com

APRIL 20, 2018

the EXECUTIVE 
PROFILE | 9

Fresno EOC tops the nonprofit 
Organizations list

Beth Schneider
Director, Sales & Marketing
The Good Feet Store

the FOCUS | 1, 8

the LIST | 10

This Week Online 6

People on the Move 13

Leads 16-17

Public Notices 18-19

Opinion 30

Edward Smith – STAFF WRITER

Edward Smith – STAFF WRITER

Donald A. Promnitz – STAFF WRITER

the FOCUS 

DAVID CASTELLON | LEFT: Mike Sims, a retired construction worker who has lived downtown Fresno since 2012, plays with his 1-year-old granddaughter, Nevani, at Cultural Arts Center Park, which opened last year downtown. Sims said 
more parks are needed downtown as more families move there. TOP RIGHT: Kevin Dakin, 24, stands on the upstairs stairway behind the Fulton Street ad agency where he works. Behind him is the apartment he will move into next 
month after moving out of his parents’ Madera home. Dakin said he decided to make his new home in downtown Fresno because it’s a vibrant, active area that appeals to young professionals like him. LOWER RIGHT: Cathie Morales, 
owner the Euphoria 1612 hair and nail salon, said she loves  her corner at San Joaquin and Fulton streets in downtown Fresno and loves living there in an adjoining apartment complex.

EDWARD SMITH | Sportsmobile President Jonathan Feld reclines in a finished van. Demand has it so customers can 
expect to wait up to 15 months for one.

DAVID CASTELLON | Officials are working to reopen the shuttered Tulare Regional Medical Center, which closed 
amid a bankruptcy filing.
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Taste of big-city 
living draws residents

At the age of 24, Kevin Dakin 
is ready to move out of his par-
ents’ Madera home to live on 
his own. 

But he has no intention of 
trading his current rural life for 
a home in Fresno’s suburbs.

Instead, the graphic artist has 
put a deposit down on an apart-
ment in the heart of Down-

town Fresno — literally a stone’s 
throw from the Fulton Street 
building where he works.

In fact, from the second-
story landing behind his office, 
Dakin pointed across the alley 
to the apartment he’ll move 
into early next month.

Developers try to crack 
revitalization code

“If you have a vacancy, you 
have to bend a little,” Veronica 
Stumpf, real estate broker at 
Stumpf & Co., tells both land-
lords and tenants in Downtown 
Fresno.

As total investment in down-
town reaches into the hundreds 
of millions of dollars, issues of 
rehabilitating old buildings, 
keeping rents affordable and up-

dating old infrastructure leaves 
many passing the buck. The give 
and the take between landlords 
and tenants, developers and the 
city have many questioning what 
it will take to make downtown 
work.

According to the Downtown 

Fresno’s Sportsmobile ‘bursting 
at the seams’

As attendance at national parks 
steadily rises, peaking in 2016 at 5 
million visitors in Yosemite alone, 
according to the National Parks 
Service, outdoor adventurers and 

enthusiasts are finding different 
ways to explore and get away from 
the city.

“We’ll hit some dirt roads and 
drive until we find a creek, park 

Under HCCA, Tulare District 
silenced, shut out of hospital

After the keys to Tulare Re-
gional Medical Center (TRMC) 
were returned to the Tulare Lo-
cal Healthcare District in Novem-
ber, the occasion was marked 
with a “victory lap” by the Board 

of Directors and members of 
the Tulare community, in which 
those present were able to walk 
through the halls of the hospital 
for the first time since it closed.
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“You know, a lot of communities in 
the country face catastrophes and they 
come together,” said Kevin Northcraft, 
president of the TLHCD Board of Direc-
tors. “And they say it takes a village.”

For the current board, the hard work 
of reopening TRMC is only the begin-
ning, but they have wrested power back 
from their former management com-
pany, Healthcare Conglomerate As-
sociates. In the three years that HCCA 
held the reigns, critics say the company 
locked the Board out of the hospital and 
bled it of its funds. 

Shut out of TRMC
When the TLHCD signed into a Man-

agement Services Agreement with 
HCCA in May 2014, they signed a con-
tract with many clauses that have drawn 
the ire of critics. One part of the con-
tract to gain criticism was the barring of 
the District’s access to hospital grounds 
and data systems without prior approv-
al by HCCA. 

“The District representatives shall 
not access the hospital and the clinics 
and other facilities, except upon prior 
arrangement with [the] manager,” the 
contract reads. “Except in the event of 
an emergency.”

Unannounced visits, even by the 
Board of Directors, meant being escort-
ed from the premises, as was witnessed 
by Tulare dentist and Citizens for Hos-
pital Accountability member Patricia 
Drilling.

“We went over to the hospital to post 
a special meeting… and they went over 
to post that in the hospital and I went 
with them,” Drilling said. “A few of us 
did—and they actually had security 
guards usher us out.”

HCCA officials also had TLCHD re-
place its legal representation by Herr, 
Pedersen & Berglund with their own 
attorney, Bruce Greene of the Baker-

Hostetler office in Los Angeles.
“Virtually any attorney will acknowl-

edge that this situation set up an ob-
vious conflict of interest as it related 
to the advice that was being given to 
the District on an ongoing basis,” said 
Tulare attorney Dennis Mederos, a Citi-
zens for Hospital Accountability mem-
ber. “Mr. Greene constantly appeared 
to be in a position where he had to give 
advice when the District was in a con-
flict position with HCCA.”

The Business Journal reached out 
to Mr. Greene, but has not heard a re-
sponse.

Send in the clowns
As a part of the contract, the TLHCD 

Board of Directors had to sign a non-
disparagement clause with HCCA. This 
meant the shutdown of all criticism of 
Benzeevi and his company. 

“He would threaten board—North-
craft especially—if he said anything,” 
Drilling said of Benny Benzeevi. “Once 
in a while at a board meeting, Kevin 
would say something just in response 
that was needling a little bit and Ben-
zeevi would say: ‘Better not do that.’”

The Business Journal reached out for 
comment to Mr. Greene regarding Dr. 
Benzeevi’s leadership, but has not heard 
a reply.

Employees of the District/hospital 
were also transferred to HCCA. Like the 
directors, they were reportedly not al-
lowed to speak negatively against their 
new employers. Those who did risked 
losing their jobs. 

Benzeevi, however, did not hesitate 
in speaking harshly against past board 
members and detractors like Deanne 
Martin-Soares, as was witnessed at a 
February 2017 board meeting, in which 
he referred to them as the “charlatans 
of the past.” 

“He had a full power point presen-
tation which he said was property of 
HCCA… and he had pictures of people 
that were in our Citizens group that had 

been former board members and they 
had been pictured as clowns,” Drilling 
said. “Deanne was pictured in stockades 
and people started yelling at him from 
the audience and he yelled right back, 
which was Benzeevi.”

Drilling elaborated that the images 
used were stock photos with the names 
of the board members beneath the im-
ages of clowns and stockades. Martin-
Soares said that she had brushed off the 
insult, but was also personally emailed 
with a letter by Greene. 

The letter, dated March 9, 2016, 
brought up Martin-Soares’ financial 
records, citing troubles she had in the 
past.  

“In light of your own history of per-
sonal and business financial failures, 
coupled with your apparent lack of 
knowledge of the basic facts concerning 
current Hospital operations, the Board 
cannot give any credence to your accu-
sations or insinuations,” the letter said. 
“We would expect that once your fellow 
community members learn the true 
facts, they won’t give your e-mail any 
credence either.”

The e-mail in question was one by 
Martin-Soares in February 2016, which 
criticized operations at the hospital. 

Financial concerns 
A number of issues have been raised 

regarding TRMC’s finances. This in-
cluded management fees starting at 
$225,000 per month, with an increase 
each year. This amounts to $3 million 
for the first year. 

“That was one of our points that we 
always brought up was then they’d say: 
‘Well, they’re producing returns, so how 
can you argue with it?’” Drilling said. 

Critics, however, argued that the re-
turns were not all they seemed. Over 
time, the hospital saw a sharp decline 
in patients and it has been argued that 
the profits shown by HCCA were the 
results of the hospital no longer paying 
vendors. 

One such vendor was Firstsource So-
lutions USA, health care service compa-
ny. In July 2015, they filed a lawsuit for 
more than $700,000 in the California 
Eastern District Court in Fresno against 
the hospital. Adding on interest and at-
torneys’ fees, the total proof of claim for 
the suit at the end of last September was 
$1.4 million. 

“There’s also an issue where they said 
they had 550 employees, but HCCA col-
lected 130 percent of payroll,” Drilling 
said. “So what we were hearing is that 
people were there, but they were just 
sitting around because there was noth-
ing to do. One, the volume was down 
and two, there were too many employ-
ees there.”

The organization has also taken no-
tice of the apparent lack of budget ac-
countability with HCAA leadership and 
the old Board of Directors. 

“At the time, when you saw board 
meetings, it seems as though there was 
very little dialogue, very little asking 
questions,” Martin-Soares said. “And 
then obviously when Kevin Northcraft 
and Mike Jamaica were elected, they 
started asking questions and quickly 
what they did is they moved the finan-
cials to quarterly instead of monthly.”

Towards the end of HCCA’s man-
agement, employees’ paychecks also 
started to bounce. Before this, Martin-
Soares added that 401k payments also 
started bouncing and COBRA insurance 
for employees was also cut off. This 
meant the cancellation of continued 
health coverage for employees after be-
ing let go.

Eventually, TRMC went into bank-
ruptcy. In October 2017, the TLHCD 
Board of Directors was able to break 
away from its contract with HCCA and 
the hospital closed its doors temporar-
ily the same month. Officials at TLHCD 
are now working to reopen it. 

Donald A. Promnitz |  Writer can be reached at:
490-3461 or e-mail donald@thebusinessjournal.com
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DAVID CASTELLON | An electronic bulletin board warns passersby on what to do in an emergency in this February photo at Tulare Regional Medical Center.


