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■ $30,000 for a 50-mile trip

By MARY BROWNFIELD

WHEN Janet Vise attended a motorcycle-riding
school at Mazda Raceway Laguna Seca last year, she had
no idea her day of fun would end with a $75,000 hospital
trip. But after she was knocked unconscious in a crash, a
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HELICOPTER AMBULANCES — 
ARE THEY WAY TOO EXPENSIVE?

paramedic decided she might have a serious head injury
and should be flown by helicopter to a hospital that deals
with severely injured patients. She walked out of the trau-
ma center in San Jose later that night with diagnoses of a
cracked scapula and a concussion.

Vise doesn’t remember anything about the accident or
the short flight for which California Shock Trauma Air
Rescue — known as CALSTAR — charged $30,096.67. 

At the Regional Medical Center of San
Jose, she underwent several CAT scans and
other tests before being released. “The hospi-
tal bill was $47,295.50,” she reported. Her
share for the several-hour experience was
$3,500, with the remaining $73,892.17 paid
by Altius insurance.

Vise’s experience is not only a paradigm of
the soaring medical bills paid by sick and
injured Americans who have private insur-
ance, it is also at the crux of a debate over the
transport of injured patients to trauma centers
by helicopter — an expensive practice some
Monterey County officials say is overused. 

Deciding who flies
CALSTAR, which was started with one

helicopter in 1984 by a group of hospitals and
trauma surgeons who noted an alarming num-

Rationing looms 
as state board cuts
Peninsula’s water

By KELLY NIX

SACRAMENTO — DESPITE TESTIMONY from sev-
eral dozen Monterey Peninsula residents who asked the State
Water Resources Control Board not to impose severe cut-
backs on the local water supply, the SWRCB board voted 3-
1 Tuesday to require a reduction in pumping from the Carmel
River of at least 17 percent over the next seven years. 

The action could bring rationing and a ban on outdoor
watering to the Monterey Peninsula at any time, water offi-
cials said, though they were still waiting for the order’s final
language to determine what the immediate effect would be. 

California American Water is considering filing a lawsuit
to stop the order while it tries to get permits for a replace-
ment water project, spokeswoman Catherine Bowie said.

“The water shortage is a crisis for our community, and
that’s why we’re working so hard to build a new water sup-
ply,” Bowie said. “We think the state board should have wait-
ed until the new water project is online to impose the pump-
ing limits.”

The final order — less severe than its draft version —
calls for California American Water to immediately reduce
pumping by 5 percent, or 549 acre-feet a year, requires tens
of millions of dollars in Cal Am system upgrades, restricts
the use of potable water for irrigation, and prohibits new
water hookups for projects that didn’t have a water permit by

Patience is the key to getting a super close-
up of a whale, a photographer says. And
you can see his proof in a show at the Post
Ranch Inn. See page 22A.

A whale of 
a closeup

PHOTO/PAUL MILLER (PINE CONE FILE)

Helicopters are often summoned to transport accident victims to distant
hospitals — too often, say some county officials, citing the high cost.

Federal judge tosses gay cop’s 
harassment, discrimination suit

By KELLY NIX

A FEDERAL judge has ruled in
favor of the City of Pacific Grove, its
police department and two chiefs over a
lawsuit filed by a police officer who
alleged he was denied promotions and
harassed because he is gay.

In a summary judgment Oct. 16, U.S.
District Court Judge Ronald M. Whyte
ruled against P.G. Police Sgt. Darrin
Smolinski, whose federal discrimination
lawsuit, filed in April 2008, targeted the
city, former police chief Scott Miller and
present chief Darius Engles. 

Smolinski claimed that for 10 years
on the force, he was the target of jokes
and ridicule because he is gay, and that
little was done to stop the harassment.
He also alleged a pattern of denied pro-
motions.

The officer had accused the depart-
ment of retaliation, negligence, inten-
tional infliction of emotional distress and
discrimination.

But Whyte found Smolinski had “not

raised a triable issue of fact” to support
his claims.

Winery raises big stink over onions 
By KELLY NIX

ONE OF Monterey County’s
biggest wineries is crying over onions it
says have made its Chardonnay taste like
chicken soup.

J. Lohr Vineyards and Wines in
Greenfield filed a lawsuit Oct. 13
against neighboring Sensient
Dehydrated Flavors because the plant’s
onion processing allegedly permeates
the air with the scent of onions, tainting

the winery’s grapes and making its vino
taste, well, yucky.

“The airborne effluent from dehydrat-
ing onions has led to an onion-tainted
odor and chicken soup flavor in the
wine,” according to the suit filed by J.
Lohr in Monterey County Superior
Court.

The company, which annually pro-
duces more than 1 million cases of wine,

Budget shift reveals city’s legal bills
■ $360,000 in one year 
because of Flanders suit

By MARY BROWNFIELD

A BIT of budgetary balancing raised eye-
brows at the Carmel City Council meeting Oct.
6, when resident Carolyn Hardy asked about an
after-the-fact transfer of funds to cover
$324,000 in unbudgeted legal costs. During the
year, the city racked up more than a half-million
dollars in legal bills, mostly for fighting a law-
suit filed over the proposed sale of Flanders

Mansion.
To balance the books, administrative services

director Joyce Giuffre recommended a transfer
of $342,242 to cover unanticipated bills the city
received during the 2008/2009 fiscal year. The
transfers, which were proposed in a report slated
for approval without discussion, would be made
from the budgets of departments that had not
spent all the dollars earmarked for them. 

To cover the costs, Giuffre recommended

CHOMP may
restrict visitors
to halt swine flu

Afghanistan duty
costs city worker
his paycheck

By MARY BROWNFIELD

WHEN CITY building official and reserve
police officer John Hanson left in July for a
yearlong National Guard assignment helping
towns on the Afghanistan-Pakistan border
become agriculturally productive, his family
believed the city would cover the gap in his pay
and continue providing health insurance, just as
it did when he served more than a year in Iraq
with the Guard in 2004.

But a September letter from Carmel
Assistant City Administrator Heidi Burch
advised the paychecks would stop after
Hanson’s month of vacation time ended in
November, and his medical benefits, through
which Hanson, his wife and their two college-
going kids are insured, would cease Dec. 31.

Citing the California Military & Veterans

See GUARD page 17A

By KELLY NIX

COMMUNITY HOSPITAL of the
Monterey Peninsula is considering
restricting some visitors to prevent the
spread of the H1N1 flu virus.

The hospital is deciding whether to
join a growing number of healthcare
facilities such as Lucile Packard
Children’s Hospital and Stanford
Hospital & Clinics, which on Monday


