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	Health Department office reopens 

Punta Gorda building celebrates grand reopening Tuesday 

By NEIL HUGHES STAFF WRITER 


   It’s just a building. 
   But to those long involved in the recovery from Hurricane Charley, Tuesday’s grand reopening of the Charlotte County Health Department in Punta Gorda was a significant milestone. 
   Recalling the struggles and successes attributed to the city’s neardestruction at the hands of Hurricane Charley two years ago, an emotional Commissioner Adam Cummings had to fight back the tears. 
   “We’re doing great, thanks to people like you,” he told a crowd before he broke down. 
   “Sometimes you talk about this and it catches you offguard,” he said after collecting himself. “I thought I was over all of this. But it’s OK.” 
   The Punta Gorda office, located at 514 E. Grace St., was built in the mid-1960s. After it was badly damaged in Charley, original plans were for it to be rebuilt exactly as it was. 
   But Steven Mitnick, health department administrator, took the reins and, along with staff, redesigned the facility to be of better use to the community. He said Tuesday’s ribbon-cutting was an accomplishment he and his team had worked a long time for. 
   With its added services, Mitnick referred to the new facility as a “one-stop shop” for Charlotte County residents’ healthcare needs. The new building has exam rooms, a lab and digitally archived medical files, and has been designed with privacy in mind. 
   Because the building was out of date, Charley was a sort of blessing in disguise, said Eric E. Stockley, strategic manager. 
   “The hurricane did it a favor, in a way,” Stockley said of the old building. 
   He recalled the efforts of staffers after Charley to continue to provide services to the people of Punta Gorda and Charlotte County. Stockley said he and his wife slept by the building in an RV so he could continue to work and help out. 
   Now, with the new building finally finished, he said everyone’s hard work has paid off. 
   The redesigned facility has added space, privacy and programs, including a division for Charlotte County’s Women, Infants and Children service. 
   Sharon Mays, the senior public health nutritionist supervisor who oversees the WIC program, said although the program is currently headquartered in Port Charlotte, it began at the very same Punta Gorda location years ago. 
   Now, thanks to the expansion, WIC will come back to the new enhanced facility. 
   “It’s quite different,” Mays said of the new building. “This will now be able to provide the rest of our services.” 
   The Charlotte County Health Department provides services for all residents on a sliding scale, proportional to their income. Stockley said more people need to know that the facility serves all residents of Charlotte County, particularly workingclass people with no insurance coverage. 
   One of the additions Mitnick said he is most proud of is a “Dance Dance Revolution” room. DDR is a video game in which the players must “dance” by stomping their feet on a game pad in time with music. 
   He said DDR falls in line with the Charlotte County Health Department’s goal: to promote good health, including exercise, to people of all ages. He said prior experiences with the game have shown it’s an easy way to get kids active. 
   “Instead of promoting exercise, which people don’t want to do, we promote fun and excitement,” he said. 
   No one seemed more moved by the progress of the health department and Punta Gorda as a whole Tuesday than Cummings. 
   “We’ve grown stronger, through a heightened sense of community and awareness,” he said. “I think we’re well on our way to becoming something different, and something better.” 
   You can e-mail 
Neil Hughes at 
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SUN PHOTO BY SARAH COWARD, scoward@sun-herald.com 
The refurbishment of the Charlotte County Health Department’s Punta Gorda office on East Grace Street is complete after Hurricane Charley dismantled the facility in 2004. 
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   SUN PHOTO BY LESTER KUHN lester@lesterkuhnphoto.com 
Charlotte County Health Department Administrator Steven Mitnick and Bonnie J. Sorensen, deputy state health officer of the Florida Department of Health, cut the ribbon for the grand reopening. 




