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By Eric Stockley SPECIAL TO FEELING FIT 

   I am sure that the residents of Charlotte County will be pleased to hear that I am not going to write a “pity party” article about how Charlotte County Health Department suffered because of Hurricane Charley. 

   For some the ordeal is not over, but for most of us time has once again shown itself to be a wonderful healer. Blue tarps seem to be almost a thing of the past, and both Port Charlotte and Punta Gorda have been restored with an energizing new look. 

   The health department was indeed in the same predicament as the rest of Charlotte County, and like the phoenix rising from the ashes, it too is being restored with a brighter and updated appearance. 

   A county health department is much more than just a building. It would not matter how grandiose the building is if the right staff are not in place to provide quality service. 

   How does one know they have the right staff? I remember the day after Hurricane Charley, standing in the parking lot of what was once the health department’s Punta Gorda facility, and looking into the faces of the staff that were assembling. 

   We were tired, bedraggled and in shock, many of us having just worked 48 hours in the special needs shelter. Yet, in the midst of all this chaos and hardship I knew, without fear of contradiction, that the department truly has the right staff on board. 

   Many of those present had lost their entire homes and belongings or suffered variable degrees of damage to their property. Despite having no power or water at home, staff pushed aside their hardships to continue serving the community as best they could. 

   Statewide, the Florida Department of Health staff responded in droves to our pleas for help. Leaving their jobs and families with little to no notice, they unselfishly came to our aid knowing that the days would be long, hot and sweaty as we struggled to offer services from under a tent and use mobile units as clinics. 

   It is in honor of all of these people, the local health department staff, state health department workers, administration from Tallahassee and the Charlotte County Commission that we are holding our grand reopening. 

   Many of those that traveled hundred of miles from home to our aid will be at the event, eager to see our recovery first hand. For the staff of the health department who gave so much in the face of adversity, this will also be a time of healing. It is now time for us to close the book on Charley and look forward to a brighter and better future. 

   Let me digress a little and give a brief update on the health department’s recovery process. 

   In October of 2005, Steven Mitnick became the acting administrator for the Charlotte County Health Department. Steven not only had the credentials, but he brought with him significant experience in public health management, having served in this role for the Bradford and Union County health departments. Steven was a member of the executive management group and manager of the office of strategic 

planning and operational excellence at the Lee County Health Department for many years. It was here that he won the prestigious Davis Award in recognition of his innovated work in making special need shelters safer by using liquid oxygen. Following Steven being voted by the Charlotte County Commission as the new administrator for the department, Florida Deputy State Health Officer Bonita Sorensen made the selection public on Oct. 19, 2006. 

   In early 2006, the health department did several strengths, weaknesses, obstacles and threats analysis of its efficiency in providing public health services and other areas. These “SWOTs” formed the basis from which the department’s vision and mission were derived. Once a vision was decided upon, it became the driving engine behind developing sound departmental business plans. 

   The entire hiring and workperformance evaluation process has been realigned. Future employees’ emotional intelligence is now being considered as part of the interviewing process, helping ensure we are hiring the right people for the job. 

   The Englewood clinic has been remodeled, increasing in size and services, including the St. Vincent De Paul Community Pharmacy now being located there. 

   The environmental health sector of the health department, located in the county building, was totally remodeled in 2006. Its new look is much more efficient for the staff, and gives our clients added privacy in a more comfortable setting. 

   The Port Charlotte WIC and Primary Health Care Clinic are currently in temporary locations in Promenades Mall. Ground breaking for the new multi-million dollar Port Charlotte location for the health department is scheduled for some time in 2007 and — weather permitting — the new building will open on Loveland Boulevard in 2009. 

   This brings me to Punta Gorda and what is going on there. Let me begin by saying over 31 tons of water damage and outdated equipment has been removed from the site. 

   The design of the original building was fine for its time. However, as we move into the 21st century, things have changed. 

   New technology has lead to advanced communication and computerization. Client confidentiality is a major concern, resulting in the installation state-of-the-art client record security system. 

   Interviewing areas now give our customers more privacy than before. The meeting rooms are equipped with the latest technology in visual and sound reproduction, and can access multi-media services for educational purposes. Ceramic tiles now adorn the floors, and the color scheme and furnishings are uniform in design and color. 

   The list goes on, but in summary, Charlotte County Health Department’s Punta Gorda facility is in better shape than ever before to serve the community. 

   “So when do we, the public, get to see it?” you are asking yourself. The answer is Tuesday. 

   The facility is on East Grace Street, opposite Charlotte High School on Cooper Street in Punta Gorda. Parking for the grand reopening and the open house will be at the South County Regional Park on Cooper Street. The Punta Gorda “Olde Time Trolley” will transport residents to the health department. The grand reopening ceremony will begin 10 a.m., with guest speakers and a ribboncutting ceremony. 

   Afterwards, there will be an open house for the residents to tour the facility. Staff will be at each department’s location to tell you the service that location provides and answer any questions. 

   Healthy snacks and refreshments will be on hand, and there will be a variety of entertainment for your enjoyment. 

   Several of our community partners will have their displays, and staff will answer your questions about their services. Radio stations WM11 and KIX Country will be broadcasting live at the event. 

   The staff of the health department look forward to showing off the new facility, telling residents more about various programs and explaining the plans to serve everyone better in the future. 

   Please be sure to come and join us at 10 a.m. on Tuesday.
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	The builders are here 
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Eric Stockley 
Charlotte Health Department 

Being a toddler in Britain in the mid-50s was, by today’s standard, a bit of a drag. No computerized gadgets, no video games not even a color television. Our home at 21 Victoria St. in Bradford, England was, if anything, a cookie cutter model of working-class life in Britain, circa 1956. 

   Dad worked in the mill, and Mum stayed home and looked after the 2.4 children. 

   Actually, she just looked after my sister and I, but statistically she had 2.4 children and despite that, all was relatively well. 

   That is to say, while we owned a black-and-white television, we only had two channels in England. At that time, they only broadcast from 1 p.m. through 11 p.m. daily. Believe it or not, the television had no remote. Picture that if you can. You had to physically get out of your seat, stand up, walk to the television and twist a knob to the right. The good news was that with only two channels, you pretty much knew what was on each channel at any given time, hence there was no point in surfing the channels. Channel changing was kept to a minimum. 

   So now you can see why whenever builders — the British term for construction workers — arrived to do modernization work on houses in the street, my little heart would be filled with joy. 

   Why? Because with the builders came a huge pile of sand, as these were the days before ready-mixed concrete. A huge pile of sand to a little boy was sheer heaven. On seeing the builders truck pour its mountain of granulated golden pleasure onto the street, I would go running in to our house yelling, “Mummy, Mummy, the builders are here.” The routine was always the same — out of my clothes, on with some shorts, and armed with plastic bucket and spade, I was out for the day. 

   Imagine the joy of having your own private beach brought almost to your doorstep. My sister and I, accompanied by the Hills — twin boys from next door — would be out from the break of dawn until Dad returned from work, signifying it was time for “tea.” 

   Our imaginations were unleashed on building castles, creating secret caves and tunnels, and taking turns covering each other in sand, leaving just the head and feet showing to “scare” passers by. 

   Sadly, time has erased so many of my childhood memories. Yet major events, like the arrival of the builders, are forever etched in my mind. So much so that even now when I see a pile of sand, memories of the builder’s arrival flood from my subconscious to conscious, unleashing pleasing reminders of happy days. 

   I never thought that in my senior years, my heart would be thrilled once more at the sight of the builders starting a project. However, I was wrong, very wrong. 

   Hurricane Charley destroyed my office, along with the entire Punta Gorda Health Department back in 2004. For a while, we operated from under a tent assisted by Florida Department of Health workers from around the state. 

   In a period of just a few hours, most of Charlotte County Health Department’s staff went from being rescuers to victims. Within a few weeks, some mobile homes were moved into the parking lot of our Punta Gorda facility. 

   Now we had air conditioning. Mobile homes are designed to work well as family homes. Unfortunately, they never were designed to be health department clinics and offices. For the next two years, the health department staff did the best it could under the circumstances, knowing that the building would one day be restored. 

   So maybe now you can see why many staff members and I were overjoyed when the construction company began work rebuilding the workplace from which we serve the community. 

   While there was never a pile of sand (at least I never saw one), just knowing that the builders were here brought back my memories of happy times. Or maybe it was just knowing that once the builders arrive, happy times are soon ahead. 

   It is now two and a half years since Hurricane Charley destroyed my office and the rest of the Punta Gorda facility. This is about to change as we are on the verge of reopening the Punta Gorda facility. 

   I urge you to take the time to find out more about the services we will soon be offering the community. The grand reopening is this Tuesday. The ribbon-cutting ceremony is at 10 a.m., followed by an open house. 

   There will be healthy snacks and refreshments, plus fun activities, through 2 p.m. We will also have an evening open house from 5 p.m. to 6:30 p.m. to accommodate those who could not make the earlier event. I look forward to seeing you there. Just ask for Eric. 

Eric Stockley 

Charlotte Health Department 

