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GRIZZLY FEST OPENS THE HONEY POT
New venue means new opportunities for businesses

PHOTO BY CRAIG NAKANO  | Dilated Peoples perform at the 2017 Grizzly Fest, which hosted 8,500 people at its peak. This year, festival staff 
anticipate almost 25,000 people between two days. The new venue at Woodward Park will not only be able to hold the influx of people, but 
twice as many vendors as well.

When Janna Malkonian 
learned there were no vegan 
vendors at this year’s Grizzly 
Fest, she saw an opportunity to 
get her name out to the public. 
Not wanting to do the event by 
herself, she reached out to Ash-
ley Hankins of Eat Figs Not Pigs 
and Julia Heed of Lively Soul 
Shop to collaborate and test out 

their vegan fare before a pro-
jected crowd of 25,000 people 
next weekend.

Grizzly Fest is bringing peo-
ple to Fresno from across the 
world May 18-19 to see headlin-
ers including Nas, Snoop Dogg, 
Foster the People and dozens of 
others at Woodward Park. For 

local businesses, both inside 
and outside the festival, this 
means an opportunity to test 
new ideas, generate buzz and 
capitalize on being close to the 
party. 

While Malkonian’s business, 
Rappit Up, normally does ca-
tering and prepared meals 

for shops including Rio Acai 
or Collect Coffee Bar, she’ll be 
trying something new for the 
music lovers at the festival. 
Her Grub-wrap is a vegan play 
on the Crunchwrap from Taco 

HCCA’s alleged plan: Crash 
Tulare hospital, buy it up

PHOTO BY DONALD A. PROMNITZ | Tim Ward, Tulare County District Attorney, delivers a presentation to the board 
of the Tulare Local Healthcare District last week regarding the investigation into Tulare Regional Medical 
Center’s former management company.

As Tulare Local Healthcare Dis-
trict fights an uphill battle to re-
open Tulare Regional Medical Cen-
ter this summer, the community is 
seeking answers to why Healthcare 
Conglomerate Associates ran the 
hospital the way it did and why the 
old Board of Directors would agree 
to a one-sided contract that took 
control out of their hands.

“We refer to that contract as 

the worst contract in the history 
of public hospitals — nobody has 
argued that that has read it,” said 
Kevin Northcraft, president of the 
current TLHCD Board of Directors. 

The Management Services 
agreement, signed in 2014, barred 
TLHCD Board members from en-
tering the premises of the hospital 

Forecast: an economy on all 
burners

PHOTO BY DAVID CASTELLON | Economist Chris 
Thornberg gives his annual economic forecast last 
Friday at the Wyndham Visalia hotel.

This year marks a significant 
and infamous anniversary: the 
start 10 years ago of the Great Re-
cession, Chris Thornberg told a 
crowd last week packed in a Visa-
lia conference room. 

“It is an intriguing time we 
live in, in as much as the shadow 
of the Great Recession seems to 
be finally lifting. We finally have 

stopped reporters from talking 
about the slow recovery, because 
there probably is the general ac-
knowledgement that things are 
moving forward pretty well,” he 
said. 

That’s particularly true in Cali-
fornia and the Valley, said Thorn-
berg, an economist and found-
ing partner of Los Angeles-based 
Beacon Economics, LLC, an inde-
pendent economics research and 
consulting firm who came to Visa-
lia for the 11th consecutive year 
to offer his economic forecast for 
Tulare County, which, as usual, 
encompassed world, national, 
state and local issues.

‘Pretty damn good’
To that end, he noted that de-

spite the “rhetoric” that dominat-
ed the last presidential campaign 
and the initial stage of Donald 
Trump’s presidency claiming the 
U.S. economy was in imminent 
decline, “In reality, things are 
pretty damn good.”

Nationally, “2018, we’re enter-



FRIDAY, MAY 11, 2018  www.thebusinessjournal.com  5

David Castellon | Reporter can be reached at:
490-3464 or e-mail david@thebusinessjournal.com

TRMC | from 1

Forecast | from 4

without prior approval and forbade any 
speech that criticized HCCA. It also includ-
ed a $3 million per year management fee 
that would increase every year. 

Under HCCA’s management, vendors 
stopped being paid and the hospital’s 
credit plummeted. This led to problems 
with the quality of care. Eventually the 
staff’s paychecks began to bounce shortly 
before TRMC went into bankruptcy. 

Inside job
The reason for this style of management 

has now come under speculation by the 
people of Tulare, but one possible reason 
set forth by critics is that the crashing of the 
hospital was deliberate.

“There’s kind of two theories: either 
gross incompetence or a plan to fiscally 
destroy the hospital and pick it up under 
the contract provisions for a few pennies 
for the dollar to pay off the debt to HCCA,” 
Northcraft said. “I tend to lean on the side 
that there was a plan.”

“If you don’t pay the bills, then you can 
have an inflated sense of how well you’re 
doing and keep everyone at bay until you 
one day take it down as they did and say it’s 
crashed and burned,” said Tulare dentist 
Patricia Drilling, a member of the Citizens 
for Hospital Accountability group. “And 
that’s basically what they were trying to 
do.”

Drilling is the daughter of former Tulare 
mayor Tom Drilling, who passed away in 
2017.

Citizens member Deanne Martin-
Soares, a registered nurse and a director 
on the board from 2000 to 2008, is also 
convinced that their failed management 
was not an act of incompetence.

“I think it was deliberate,” she said. 
“When you look back on all these things, 
on appearance, they were making it seem 
like they had just worked miracles in this 
place and they had this big financial turn-
around and did all these things all this 
time, but it was false,”

The positive financial returns, Martin-
Soares elaborated, came from govern-
ment monies and the cessation of pay-
ments to vendors. 

Measure I
Placed on the ballot in 2016, Measure I 

was a proposed general obligation bond 
for $55 million to finish the stalled Tower 
One project. Citizens for Hospital Ac-
countability and other opponents of the 
measure, however, said the proposal drew 
suspicion. 

In 2005, an $85 million general obliga-
tion bond was approved to help in con-
structing the tower. 

“They never revealed where the money 
was going,” Northcraft said. 

In 2014, Harris Construction, the com-
pany contracted to build Tower One, set-
tled a lawsuit $7.9 million for unpaid work. 
The old Board of Directors and HCCA’s 
leadership also allegedly failed to explain 
what had happened to the previous bond, 
on which State Sen. Jean Fuller (R-Bakers-
field) requested an audit in January. 

Another factor that raised eyebrows 
about the measure was that the $55 mil-
lion asked for greatly exceeded what was 
believed necessary to finish the project, 
but that its proponents lacked a concrete 
answer for the need for this amount.

“The estimates were $25 million to $35 
million to complete the tower. We’re talk-
ing about an additional $20 million and 
what was that going to be used for?” Drill-
ing said. “The assumption was it was going 
to be used to pay the revenue bonds, that 
is, the roadblock for eventually owning the 
hospital.”

Measure I was defeated 66.77 percent 
opposed to 33.23 percent in favor. 

Missing money
Beginning last summer, Tulare County 

District Attorney Tim Ward has been inves-
tigating HCCA. Since then, it has become 
the largest undertaking of its kind in the 
history of Tulare County. 

“What started out as a team of one or 
two investigators has multiplied,” Ward 
said. “We actually now have two separate 
investigative teams working on this.”

The office has made trips to Inyo Coun-
ty, Los Angeles, Fresno San Diego, Orange 
County and Michigan. Numerous search 
warrants have also been served, primarily 
on financial institutions. Most recently, a 
search warrant was executed at Benzeevi’s 
home in Los Angeles in conjunction with 
the FBI.

Ward’s revelations at last Wednesday’s 
district board meeting, however, served 
to raise further questions. In his brief-

ing, Ward said that the taxpayers of Tulare 
County had been overpaying for hospital 
bonds.

“There was a program that was specifi-
cally pertinent to this board and really to 
every single taxpayer in the district during 
this time,” Ward said. “This program, as it 
was designed and approved and institut-
ed, was that the district qualified to receive 
federal funds to offset taxpayers and their 
burden of having to pay what is otherwise 
the interest on that bond note.”

Ward elaborated that beginning in Feb-
ruary 2010, the district received biannual 
payments of approximately $800,000. 
The money was meant to flow through the 
district to the tax collector’s office to offset 
interest on the bond. From February 2015 
through all of 2017, however, these funds 
did not reach their intended recipients. 
This amount added up to almost $4 mil-
lion. 

“We estimate that the taxpayers — the 
residents and businesses of the city — dur-
ing those times, paid hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars that they were not other-
wise obligated to pay,” said Ward.

“I think I was somewhat aware of the 
federal money that was to go to pay the 
interest of the bonds, there was a question 
about that,” Northcraft said. I did not know 
the amount, so that was new information.”

Motivations 
While there seems to be a consensus 

on the motivations of Dr. Benzeevi and 
HCCA’s leadership, the reason for the old 
board of directors’ compliance in the con-
tract and management remain up for de-
bate, along with why prominent members 
of the Tulare community supported the 
corporation.

“That’s the million-dollar question. That 
has been something that a lot of us have 
wrapped our brains up to,” Martin-Soares 
said. “Who really knows?”

Of all the members of the TLHCD Board 
of Directors, the one who appeared to 
benefit the most from HCCA’s manage-
ment was Dr. Parmod Kumar. An outspo-
ken supporter of HCCA, Dr. Kumar served 
on the board of directors for more than 20 
years before he was recalled in 2017. 

During HCCA’s tenure as the manag-
ing company for TRMC, Dr. Kumar was 
on the receiving end of a number of ap-
pointments, including his work as medi-

cal director for the Southern Inyo hospital. 
This job alone made Dr. Kumar $7,500 per 
two-hour visit, which he reportedly made 
two to three of each month. All the while, 
he made $600 a day, 30 days a month at 
TRMC.

Dr. Kumar has declined to comment.
“As far as we can tell, the motivation is 

greed by Dr. Kumar and Dr. Benzeevi — 
how they got some people with respect to 
go along with it is anyone’s guess,” North-
craft said. “I think that people scratch 
heads over that.”

The road back
With Dr. Benzeevi and HCCA no longer 

in charge, the new board of directors is 
working to get the hospital up and running 
again. Northcraft said it is their hope that 
TRMC will be operational again by June.

“There are a lot of obstacles to make 
that possible, but that is our goal,” he said. 
“We’ve got some obstacles that keep occur-
ring, but we’ve got some good news and 
we also have some challenging news.”

Northcraft, however, remains optimis-
tic, as his team has received heavy support 
from the Tulare community. Currently, 
the district is in talks with Community 
Medical Centers, one of the original con-
tenders for the management contract be-
fore it was rewarded to HCCA. 

For the Citizens for Hospital Account-
ability members, this represents a poten-
tial fresh start for TRMC and the district. It 
could also mean that the tower may finally 
be built.

“They have plans to modernize medical 
facilities, including ours,” Northcraft said. 
“And I think they have particular interest in 
a new emergency room and a new operat-
ing room, so the first two floors of the tow-
er, so yeah, I think that’s in our timetable in 
the next several years.”

Martin-Soares is also hopeful about 
working with Community Medical Cen-
ters and believes that the public hospital 
can be restored for the people of Tulare.

“I think that if there’s going to be any-
one that’s going to be able to do it, it’s go-
ing to be them,” she said. “I think there’s a 
lot of things that keep coming up that are 
just tough hurdles to overcome, but I have 
faith that we’re going to get this open.”

Donald A. Promnitz |  Writer can be reached at:
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the fastest-growing economic regions in 
California are, in order, the Stockton and 
Fresno metropolitan areas, followed by 
the Inland Empire.

“The Central Valley is booming. From 
just south of Sacramento to Bakersfield, 
right now there are about 1.3 million pay-
roll workers,” and in Tulare County jobs 
in education, warehousing, distribution 
and hospitality industries are doing well. 

Manufacturing and construction jobs 
are seeing slight drops in growth in the 
county, but Thornberg said the latter 
decline likely is the result of 2017 having 
been such a boom year for construction 
that “things have softened a little bit on 
that particular front.”

Prices rising
In terms of production, Tulare County 

agriculture did well last year, but farmers 
had to contend with declines in what they 
were paid for their goods, though those 
prices are beginning to rise, he said.

“Things look good for the next couple 
of years. Now with that in mind, there are 
issues,” Thornberg told the audience.

Unfortunately, the “day-to-day soap 
opera known as the ‘Trump administra-

tion’” is taking focus away from issues 
that should be addressed to avoid eco-
nomic declines in the future. 

For example, the global market is do-
ing great now, but the U.S. imposing or 
threatening tariffs on steel and alumi-
num from other countries could spark 
retaliatory actions that might hurt the 
U.S., he said. 

“We’re suddenly hearing all this anti-
trade rhetoric coming out of this admin-
istration — with the potential worries of 
a trade war, which has all kinds of im-
plications for California, California ag-
riculture,” said Thornberg, adding that 
he doesn’t believe the trade dispute with 
China will escalate to an all-out trade war 
because China’s economy is much more 
vested in trade to the U.S. than the other 
way around. 

But a resolution will require both sides 
to think clearly in their negotiations.

Immigration the key?
As a cautionary note, he projected on 

a screen for the audience Trump’s tweet 
stating that trade wars are “easy to win,” 
followed by the response tweeted by Eu-
ropean Commission Chief Jean-Claude 
Juncker, “We can also do stupid” after 
stating that the European Union could 

impose its own tariffs on motorcycles, 
blue jeans and bourbon from the U.S. 

Another diversion is the debate about 
unemployment, which is at its lowest 
rate in years.

But part of the reason for that low rate 
is there actually is a labor shortage in the 
U.S., in part because baby boomers tend-
ed to have fewer children than the prior 
generation, so when those boomers re-
tire about an even number of millennials 
exist to fill their places in the work force, 
but not enough to fill new jobs.

For that reason, Thornberg said he 
has problems with Trump’s anti-immi-
gration policy, because the Congressio-
nal Budget Office recently reported that 
immigration reform that brings in more 
people legally to fill vacant jobs would be 
among the best ways to stimulate the U.S. 
economy.

“Immigrants are not a problem in the 
U.S. They are a solution to a problem.”

Cost of living
The labor shortage is being aggravated 

in California because the high cost of 
living is deterring people from moving 
here, Thornberg said. 

The best solution to that problem 
would be to increase construction of new 

housing, increasing availability and re-
ducing home and rental prices down the 
road, he explained.

While not much has been accom-
plished in Washington, D.C., since Trump 
took office, the exception has been the 
passage of a new tax plan.

While that did cut tax rates for most 
people, particularly the wealthy, Thorn-
berg said lawmakers didn’t reform the 
tax system, leaving the many loopholes 
that allow businesses and corporations 
to avoid bigger tax bills or avoid paying 
taxes entirely. 

“It is stimulative, but stimulative in 
that we didn’t pay for these tax cuts,” so 
the government is being pushed into a 
higher deficit by an “over the top” spend-
ing plan, Thornberg said.

And because lawmakers are so en-
trenched in fighting for their parties 
rather than negotiate, “we can’t have a 
conversation to come together on fixing 
the federal debt,” he said. 

“The next couple of years are going to 
be fine, but these long-term challenges 
have to be addressed.”
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