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Cash, in large doses 
Health districts' charity extends beyond hospitals, official skeptical  
Anne Krueger STAFF WRITER   
Published: June 24, 2007 
Every year, residents around the county pay tax dollars to four districts responsible for overseeing public 
hospitals.  
And every year, part of their money goes to causes that have little to do with the hospitals, such as a 
struggling fire district, a rehabilitation center or a senior citizens club. 
The money is sometimes a lifeline for health-related community groups, and the districts consider the aid 
as much a part of their mission as guiding the hospitals. 
"You have to look at health care in the community, not just the four walls of the hospital," said Barry Jantz, 
chief executive officer of the Grossmont Healthcare District, which oversees Sharp Grossmont Hospital in 
La Mesa. 
At the same time, the giving has at least one public official concerned about transparency -- especially 
when millions of taxpayer dollars are at stake. 
"I don't know if the taxpayer knows (the district's) job is to give away taxpayer money," said Ruth 
Sterling, a La Mesa councilwoman and liaison between her city and the Grossmont district. "The 
Grossmont Healthcare District decides who they're going to donate to. It makes them a very powerful 
board." 
The county's four health care districts -- Grossmont, Tri-City, Palomar Pomerado and Fallbrook -- are 
governed by elected board members who are required to hold public meetings. 
The districts do their work quietly, known to most residents as just another line on their property tax bill. 
Sterling said many people she has talked to are unfamiliar with them. 
Ricardo Salveter, a 70-year-old Rolando resident, didn't know the Grossmont district awards money to the 
Challenge Center, a gym and rehabilitation center in La Mesa where he's treated. 
Salveter couldn't walk after he suffered a stroke two years ago. After a year and a half of physical therapy 
at the Challenge Center, he can now walk unassisted. 
"It's a good place," he said. "I'm glad I came here." 
The four districts 
The Grossmont and Fallbrook health care districts have turned over the running of their hospitals to 
private corporations, so they use the bulk of their taxpayer money for charitable grants. Tri-City and 
Palomar Pomerado are responsible for running their hospitals. 
Grossmont, with a massive, 750-square-mile East County district, hands out the most money of the four. 
The district has distributed more than $21 million to 111 organizations since it began awarding grants in 
1996. This year, officials plan to give $2.5 million, about 44 percent of the district's expected revenue. 
The district changed its name and mission a decade ago after shifting operation of Sharp Grossmont to 
the nonprofit Sharp HealthCare. Board members decided to redirect much of the money from taxpayers 
toward unmet health care needs in East County. 
Up to $1 million a year in grant money goes to the hospital for everything from equipment to hospice care. 
The rest goes toward charitable events, scholarships for students studying health care, and community 
organizations. 
The Fallbrook Healthcare District also distributes a large chunk of its revenue in the community because 
Fallbrook Hospital is operated by Community Health Systems. Because CHS is a private, for-profit 
corporation, the district can't direct money toward the hospital, district administrator Vi Dupre said. 
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This year, the Fallbrook district plans to spend $390,000 of its $1.4 million on grants to nonprofit health 
organizations, Dupre said. It has already awarded most of that money, including $10,000 to the Fallbrook 
Senior Citizens Service Club and $68,750 to the Palomar Family Counseling Service for youths. 
The Tri-City and Palomar Pomerado districts don't have the same freedom to allocate funds to community 
causes, but they spend millions each year paying hospital bills for uninsured and underinsured patients. 
Palomar Pomerado, for example, has budgeted $58 million next fiscal year for "charity care" at its two 
facilities, Palomar Medical Center in Escondido and Pomerado Hospital in Poway. 
Two years ago, the district formed a nonprofit called North County Health Development to aid community 
health organizations. A grant writer also helps community groups apply for money from philanthropic 
groups. 
In the nonprofit's first year, the grant writer helped applicants obtain more than $3 million in outside 
grants, executive director Brad Wiscons said. 
The Tri-City district in Oceanside is awarding $300,000 in grants this year. They range from $20,000 to an 
AIDS caregiving program called Fraternity House to $5,000 for the food bank North County Community 
Services. 
Debbie King, a vice president of Tri-City Medical Center, said the grants recognize the medical benefits 
the agencies provide. 
"Not all of the health care is provided here at the hospital," she said. "There's a health care safety net out 
in the community." 
Grossmont giving 
Sterling said she doesn't believe the Grossmont board is acting improperly, but questions whether 
adequate checks and balances exist in determining which organizations receive money. 
"What do they use for their guidelines? I don't know," she said. "But I know it's taxpayer dollars, and the 
taxpayer hasn't had a voice in this." 
After being contacted by a reporter, Lani Lutar, president of the San Diego County Taxpayers 
Association, reviewed the district's procedure for awarding grants. She said she's satisfied that the district 
provides adequate controls. 
"The recipients are being held accountable for the use of the funds," Lutar said. 
Jantz, a former La Mesa councilman, said grant applicants must provide financial records and may be 
audited by the district before receiving money. The organizations are required to write a report every 
three months detailing how they have used the money, he said. 
The district's guidelines call for funding programs related to health care. An organization must be a 
nonprofit and serve East County residents to be eligible. 
Grant seekers can vary. The board recently turned down a request for up to $10,000 from the San Diego 
Police Historical Association awards dinner, but awarded $15,000 to Home of Guiding Hands, which 
offers group homes for the developmentally disabled, for 40th-anniversary events. 
An applicant isn't required to be a typical health organization if it can convince the board of its connection 
to medical needs. 
The board recently awarded $25,000 to the financially troubled East County Fire Protection District, which 
serves Crest and Bostonia. Fire district officials said the health of residents would be harmed if the fire 
department closed and paramedics took longer to reach a medical emergency. 
The biggest beneficiary of the Grossmont district's largess is the Challenge Center, where Salveter and 
other disabled people go for treatment. 
The center, at Sunset Park in La Mesa, has been granted more than $1.2 million since 1996, including 
more than $151,000 this year, according to figures provided by the health care district. 
Tiffany Piquilloud, executive director, said the Challenge Center serves about 130 patients a year, 
including about 90 from East County. The center, now in its 20th year, has an annual budget of about 
$650,000. 
Piquilloud said patients are charged on a sliding scale depending on their ability to pay. 
"We just couldn't offer the lower fees to as many clients if we didn't have the Grossmont Healthcare 
District," she said. "It would be difficult to survive." 
Jantz said the Challenge Center "just epitomizes the mission of this district." 
The grants the district awards come out of a separate budget from the $247 million bond measure 
approved by 77 percent of East County voters in June 2006 for improvements and new facilities at the 
hospital. 



La Mesa Councilman Ernie Ewin chairs a citizens oversight committee that keeps track of bond 
expenditures. He said the district's grants support health organizations with a critical need. 
"I've been impressed," Ewin said. "There's a system. They're not arbitrarily making these awards." 
Board member Jim Stieringer said deciding how much to award to the many applicants is always a 
difficult chore. 
"These decisions, when you come down to it, are really subjective," he said. "The need is infinite and the 
resources are finite."  
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