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‘Everything we do is primary care’

BY BOB AUDETTE

Brattleboro Reformer

TOWNSHEND — If you were to look at 
the Green Mountain Care Board’s re-
view of the fi nancial results for Ver-
mont’s 14 medical hospitals for fi scal 
year 2018, you would notice Grace 
Cottage Hospital’s budget versus rev-
enue showed a 2.4 percent loss.

But that doesn’t mean the criti-
cal care facility in Townshend is 
actually losing money, said Stephen 
Brown, Grace Cottage’s chief  fi nan-
cial offi cer.

“It is misleading,” said Brown, 

who’s been keeping tabs on the 
hospital’s budget for more than 30 
years. “This doesn’t show operat-
ing losses. This shows how hospitals 
didn’t meet what 
they budgeted.”

Drawing up a 
budget 18 months 
in advance while 
considering all 
the variables that 
must be taken 
into account can 
be diffi cult, he 
said.

“But truthfully, coming to within 
3 percent of  a budgeted amount is 
damn good,” said Brown.

Douglas DiVello, Grace Cot-
tage’s chief  executive offi cer, said 
recent news reports might give 
the wrong impression that Grace 
Cottage is struggling to make 

ends meet.
“We don’t want a graph that is 

misleading to create the perception 
in the community that we are the 

next Springfi eld 
Hospital,” he said. 
“We are clearly 
moving in the right 
direction.”

On Wednesday, 
Springfi eld Hos-
pital announced 
it was closing its 
birthing center 
June 1, one of  a 

number of  measures trustees are 
taking to address nearly $7 million 
in losses last year. That defi cit forced 
the hospital to cut 27 jobs and reduce 
wages.

That’s not going to happen at 
Grace Cottage, said DiVello.

Grace Cottage’s 
health care model 
primed for success
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Denise Bartlett, a phlebotomist at Grace Cottage Hospital, takes a blood 
sample from Jacki Brown.

“We are clearly moving 
in the right direction.”
DOUGLAS DIVELLO, 
chief  executive offi cer, 
Grace Cottage Hospital
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SPOFFORD, N.H. — Emergency 
responders were dispatched 
to Route 9 at just before 8 
a.m. for a report of a head-
on crash between a pickup 
truck and box truck.

The crash occurred near 
the intersection of  Route 9 
and Maple Street and forced 
traffi c to detour on to Route 
9A for several hours. Emer-
gency responders extracted 
the driver from the box 
truck and the New Hamp-
shire State Police conducted 
an investigation.

“Weather was a chal-
lenge,” Spofford Fire Chief  
Steve Dumont said. Early 
morning precipitation in-
cluded snow, sleet and rain. 
At this time, it is unknown 
if  the weather contributed 
to the crash.

“The box truck was at a 

precarious angle,” Dumont 
said. “We had to use our sta-
bilizers as well as the Jaws 
of  Life and some cribbing 
to keep it safe while we re-
moved the patient.”

One driver was trans-
ported to Cheshire Medical 
Center in Keene and the 
other to Brattleboro Memo-
rial Hospital. Their condi-
tions are not known at this 
time.

Dumont thanked fi re-
fi ghters from Keene, West-
moreland and Chesterfi eld 
for their assistance, as well 
as the Chesterfi eld Police 
Department and the New 
Hampshire State Police.

Prior to receiving the re-
port of  the Route 9 crash, 
Spofford fi refi ghters were 
assisting the Chesterfi eld 
Fire Department with an 
earlier crash on Route 63.

Jaws of Life
used after 
head-on crash

KRISTOPHER RADDER — BRATTLEBORO REFORMER

Spoff ord, Westmoreland and Keene responder crews 
responded to a head-on crash between a pickup truck and a 
box truck on Route 9, in Spoff ord, N.H., Friday.

Pole vaulter, 84, sets sights on more records
BY LISA RATHKE

The Associated Press

BURLINGTON — An 84-year-
old pole vaulter isn’t put-
ting her pole down anytime 
soon.

Flo Filion Meiler depart-
ed Thursday for the World 
Masters Athletics Cham-
pionship Indoor in Poland, 
where she’ll compete in 
events including the long 
jump, 60-meter hurdles, 
800-meter run, pentathlon 
and pole vault, for which 
she’s the shoo-in.

The petite, energetic 
woman from Shelburne, 
Vermont, said she feels 
more like 70 than nearly 85.

“But you know, I do 
train fi ve days a week. And 
when I found out I was 
going to compete at the 
worlds, I’ve been training 
six days a week because 

I knew I would really get 
my body in shape,” she 
said last week, after track 
and fi eld training at the 

University of  Vermont.
But she literally won’t 

have any competition in the 
pole vault in the champion-

ships, which runs March 
24-31 in Torun, Poland. She 
is the only one registered 
in her age group, 80-84, for 
the sport, for which she set 
a world record at age 80. In 
the men’s pole vault, nine 
men are listed as competing 
in that age group.

Meiler said she the events 
she likes the best are the 
hurdles and the pole vault 
— one of  the more dar-
ing track and fi eld events, 
in which competitors run 
while carrying a fi berglass 
or composite pole, brace 
it against the ground to 
launch themselves over a 
high bar, and land on a mat.

“You really have to work 
at that,” she said. “You have 
to have the upper core and 
you have to have timing, 
and I just love it because it’s 
challenging.”

THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

Florence “Flo” Filion Meiler, an 84-year-old record-setting pole 
vaulter, poses while training at the University of Vermont indoor 
track in Burlington. 

POLE VAULTER, Page 6

Thirty vendors fi lled the River Garden in 
Brattleboro as part of a two-day Cabin Fever 

Marketplace event Friday. 
Above: Leigh Niland lifts her son, Xander 

Niland-Gill, 3, onto the lap of the Easter Bunny.
Right: Craig Stevens, owner of Wild Hart 

Distillery, pours a sample. 

PHOTOS BY KRISTOPHER RADDER 
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A CURE FOR 
CABIN FEVER

Dan Normandeau,
Realtor ®

If you are
thinking of selling,
give me a call.

Now is a great time
of year to get the

ball rolling.
It would be my

pleasure
to work with you!

(802)
380-2077
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Licensed in VT &NH



 Brattleboro Reformer   |   Reformer.com  | OBITUARIES | A3Weekend Edition | Saturday & Sunday, March 23 - 24, 2019

In Memoriam
Phyllis Benay

James C. Cappy
Jonathan Flaccus

Cynthia Payne-Meyer 
Richard E. Williams

reformer.com/obits

Phyllis 
Benay left this 
world on an 
unseasonably 
warm evening 
in March 
after seven 
miraculous 
years living 
with lung cancer.  Many will 
remember her as an inspired 
and brilliant professor at 
Keene State College, where 
she taught expository writ-
ing and directed the writ-
ing center for more than 25 
years.  Others knew her as a 
gardener-tending to her pe-
rennials and vegetables with 
ungloved hands, deep in the 
soil, cherishing her consulta-
tions with the knowledgeable 
staff  of  the Walker Farm; 
or as a birder, leading the 
Southern Vermont Audubon 
Society chapter around her 
marsh in search of  wood 
ducks and thrushes; or as a 
mother and grandmother, 
making up songs and poems 
on the spot, sending the 
perfect gifts, giving the most 
comforting hugs. Although 
she was all of  those things, 
most of  us will remember 
Phyllis as a woman who ex-
uded warmth, relished intel-
lectual debate, and brought 
people from diverse walks 
of  life together, on her back 
deck, for food, laughter, and 
love.  She is survived by her 
devoted daughter, Erin, her 
two beloved grandsons Ari & 
Ben, her son-in-law, Mat-
thew, her mother, Dorothy, 
and dozens of  friends with 
whom she shared countless 
summer evenings of  passion-
ate conversation.  Her memo-
rial will be held at 11:00am at 
the Wilder Cemetery in Dum-
merston on May, 11, 2019.  In 
lieu of  fl owers, charitable 
donations may be made 
to Southeastern Vermont 
Audubon Society. https://
southeasternvtas.blogspot.
com/

Phyllis Benay
11/8/1951 - 3/13/2019

Funeral 
services with 
military 
honors for 
Richard E. 
Williams who 
passed away 
December 
21, 2018 in 
Zephyr Hills, Florida, will be 
held Saturday March 30, 2019 
at 11am at the Jacksonville 
Community Church. Visit-
ing hours will be held Friday 
March 29, 2019 from 4-6pm at 
Covey Allen & Shea Funeral 
Home. Interment will be held 
later in the spring. The fam-
ily has entrusted arrange-
ments to the care of  Covey 
Allen & Shea Funeral Home 
44 East Main Street Wilming-
ton, VT.

Richard E. Williams
2/25/1937 - 12/21/2018

A memorial service and 
celebration of  Jim’s life will 
be held on Sunday, March 31, 
at 1 p.m. at the Stone Church, 
210 Main Street, Brattleboro.  
All are welcome to attend 
and share their memories of  
Jim.  Donations may be made 
to the Southern Poverty Law 
Center at http://bit.ly/Jim-
Cappy

James C. Cappy
11/17/1943 - 1/18/2019

Brattleboro - Due to the 
adverse road conditions on 
South Street, the services in 
celebration of  the life of  Cyn-
thia Payne-Meyer has been 
changed. The service will be 
held at the Centre Congrega-
tional Church on Main Street 
on Sunday starting at 3 P.M.

To view her full obituary 
please visit www.atamaniuk.
com.

Cynthia Payne-Meyer 
Change in Services

3/14/2019

Jonathan Flaccus, 79, 
of  East Dummerston and 
longtime resident of  Putney, 
Vermont died on Feb. 20, 2019 
as a result of  a stroke.

He was the son of  Vio-
letta Flaccus, an artist, and 
the poet Kimball Flaccus. 
Raised by his grandparents 
in rural Pennsylvania, where 
students from grades 1-6 still 
attended a one-room school-
house, Jonathan spent much 
of his childhood exploring 
the fi elds and forests around 
him.  Later he stated that 
these memories were the 
source for many of his draw-
ings and paintings. 

During his high school 
years Jonathan developed a 
love of  music, particularly 
jazz. Underage but tall, he 
found ways to get into jazz 
clubs in Greenwich Village to 
hear live music and soak up 
the scene.

Jonathan graduated from 
Haverford College during 
the war on Viet Nam. As a 
conscientious objector he ful-
fi lled his alternative service 
at the Bureau of Neurology 
and Psychiatry in Princeton, 
NJ where he worked as a re-
search associate to Humphry 
Osmond, who studied the 
possible medical benefi ts 
of  psychedelics.  He later 
worked as assistant to J. A. 
Livingston, a fi nancial editor 
and syndicated columnist at 
the Philadelphia Bulletin.  

Already a skilled photog-
rapher, Jonathan taught 
himself  fi lmmaking and 
found employment special-
izing in medical documenta-
ries. He worked as director of  
the fi lm department at NYU 
Medical Center. After mov-
ing to San Francisco in 1970, 
he became the Supervisor of  
Motion Picture Production at 
the University of  California. 
His fi lms won three CINE 
Golden Eagle awards: for 
Director, Editor, and Cam-
eraman.

Jonathan was a natural 
traveler. While in college he 

hitchhiked 
to California 
every sum-
mer vaca-
tion. After 
he graduated 
and mar-
ried his fi rst 
wife Linda 
Bryson, the couple traveled 
for 9 months in Europe and 
North Africa. In 1969 he 
began a fi ve- month solo trip, 
hitchhiking through most of  
the countries of  sub-Saharan 
Africa. In 1974 he left fi lm-
making for good and spent 
a year and a half  traveling 
rough in Japan, Indonesia, 
Fiji, Tonga, Samoa, New 
Zealand, and Australia.  

In 1976, he purchased and 
renovated a Victorian house 
on Main St. in Putney. To 
furnish his house he went 
to local auctions and found 
himself  enjoying the expe-
rience and wondered if  he 
could make a living buying 
and selling antiques.  Begin-
ning with antique furniture 
and art, and soon expanding 
into photography, antiquar-
ian books, and ephemera, the 
Unique Antique fi lled with 
items that Jonathan found 
intrinsically interesting. In 
an era when most shops were 
developing specialties, his 
was a place where one might 
fi nd a fi nely carved Fijian 
war club, signed fi rst editions 
of  poetry, or many examples 
of  “sandpaper pictures,” a 
form of folk art. Naturally 
curious, he enjoyed hunting 
for items and researching 
them. He became well known 
for his discerning choices 
and the breadth and depth of  
his knowledge. The Unique 
Antique operated for 38 
years, closing in 2014 when 
Jonathan and his wife Marcy 
moved to East Dummerston, 
Vermont.

Once his business was 
established travel beckoned 
again. Beginning in the 
1980’s he visited Senegal, 
Gambia, and Cameroon. 

Between 2000 and 2005 he 
made two trips to Cambodia 
and visited Laos and Myan-
mar. He went to Cuba for 
the annual Jazz Festival. He 
and his second wife Marcy 
traveled to Japan in 2011 for 
their honeymoon; together 
they visited Bali, Trinidad, 
Tobago, France, Senegal and 
Gambia. Marcy comments 
that Jonathan seemed hap-
pier the further he was from 
Western infl uence. His last 
trip was to Iceland in 2017.

Jonathan served on the 
Putney Cemetery Commis-
sion and on the boards of  
Sandglass Theater, the Dum-
merston Historical Society, 
and the Insight Photogra-
phy Project. He generously 
shared his knowledge assist-
ing other area non-profi ts. 
An active photographer 
throughout his life, he joined 
the Vermont Center for 
Photography, where he also 
exhibited his work.  His love 
of  jazz led him to befriend 
local jazz musicians and be-
come an active supporter of  
the Vermont Jazz Center.

Jonathan will be re-
membered by many for his 
quick wit and word-play. A 
friend wrote, “I will miss his 
kind but resolutely non-
conforming spirit. Without 
apology, he planted a fl ag for 
the strange and curious, and 
thereby allowed all the rest 
of  us to live in that same free 
space, to indulge our own ec-
centricities. I found that side 
of  him deeply comforting, 
not in an easy way, but at the 
level of  spiritual style.”

He is survived by his wife 
and companion of 39 years, 
Marcy Hermansader. A 
concert at the Vermont Jazz 
Center is being planned in 
his honor.

Contributions in his 
memory may be made to 
the Vermont Jazz Center in 
Brattleboro, the Dummer-
ston Historical Society, or the 
American Friend’s Service 
Committee.

Jonathan Flaccus
2/20/2019

To submit 
an obituary
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obits@reformer.com

or call
413-496-6357
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PREDICTING A BUDGET
Even though it appears 

Grace Cottage lost $460,000 
in fi scal year 2018, just look-
ing at that number doesn’t 
give someone the complete 
picture, Brown explained.

“Our bottom line is not a 
negative number,” he said. 
“The number that is repre-
sented in the report is our 
patient care revenue minus 
our operating expenses. This 
does not look at the hospital’s 
bottom line, which includes 
philanthropy, non-operating 
revenue and investments.”

In fact, said Andrea Seaton, 
director of  Development & 
Community Relations, Grace 
Cottage’s endowment is a 
healthy $7 million and each 
year it receives between 
$1.2 million and $1.5 million 
in donations that go to cover 
the difference between what 
was budgeted for operating 
expenses versus what the 
hospital actually received for 
the care it provided.

While Brown can predict, 
for example, that Grace Cot-
tage might get 1,000 patient 
visits per year, what services 
those patients require will 
vary depending on the cir-
cumstances of  each of  those 
1,000 people.

“I have to think about how 
many patients we might have 
in the year, but also what 
types of  patients,” Brown 
said.

“ E v e r y 
patient is 
d i f f e r e n t , ” 
DiVello said. 
“And you 
don’t know 
what you’re 
going to get 
paid because 
every patient 
has a differ-
ent payer 
source. You 
don’t know 
what it’s go-
ing to cost to 
manufacture 
an episode of  
care because 
every patient 
has different 
health care 
needs.”

In addi-
tion, Brown has to budget for 
maintenance of  the facility, 
cost-of-living increases for 
Grace Cottage’s employees, 
heating oil, electricity, sup-
plies and services, and con-
tracts with outside vendors.

“All of  those expenses 
keep going up,” DiVello said. 
“Meanwhile, the adjustments 
in reimbursement from the 
federal government have 
been going down.”

“If  not down, they don’t go 
up nearly the same as the rate 
of  infl ation,” added Brown.

DEALING WITH UNCERTAINTY 
About 60 percent of  the re-

imbursements Grace Cottage 
receives comes from the fed-
eral government in the form 
of Medicare and Medicaid 
payments, Brown said. The 
rest comes from commercial 
insurance providers, each 
of  which he has to negotiate 
with to determine how much 
Grace Cottage will receive for 
the care it provides its cov-
ered patients.

“The sad reality is, more 
hospitals than not lose money 
just on operating expenses,” 
DiVello said. “It’s because the 
federal government woefully 
underpays for health care.”

DiVello said the 2020 bud-
get proposed by the White 
House, if  approved by Con-
gress, could be the death 
knell for many small com-
munity hospitals around the 
country.

The proposed budget calls 
for $1.5 trillion in cuts from 

2020 through 2029 by repeal-
ing the Affordable Care Act’s 
expansion of  the program 
and converting overall fund-
ing to a block grant or per 
capita caps to states. How-
ever, many budget analysts 
note the White House’s pro-
posal is probably “dead on 
arrival,” as there’s not much 
appetite in Congress to cut 
programs that directly ben-
efi t constituents.

Even, in a worse-case sce-
nario where the proposed 
budget is approved, DiVello 
said, “We don’t anticipate it 
would be a death knell for 
Grace Cottage. The com-
munities that we serve have 
been extremely generous and 
that’s incredibly helpful for 
us.”

In fact, DiVello said, over 
the past half-dozen years or 
so, Grace Cottage’s operating 
budget and its revenues from 
patient care have been get-
ting closer each year.

“The Green Mountain 
Care’s report shows we’re 
the only hospital in Vermont 
where the operating margin 
is actually trending up,” said 
Seaton.

“Our goal is to break even 
on operations and use the 
philanthropic and invest-
ment income and other 
sources of  income as ways 
to supplement the need and 
to invest in new services and 
programs,” DiVello said.

That’s not true in many 
hospitals around the coun-
try, especially those that are 

operated for 
profi t or have 
shareholders 
to answer to.

“A lot of  
hospital CEOs 
and CFOs are 
trying to fi g-
ure out how to 
increase prof-
its,” he said. 
“How do they 
perform more 
p r o c e d u r e s 
and surgeries 
to add to their 
bottom lines. 
To me that’s 
counter-intu-
itive. Do we 
really want 
people to be 
sicker so that 
they use us 
more so that 

we generate more volume 
and more revenue? Grace 
Cottage is the antithesis of  
that kind of  mindset.”

A UNIQUE HEALTH CARE MODEL
Grace Cottage is focused 

on keeping its customers 
healthy so they don’t have to 
go to the hospital for more 
serious, and more expensive, 
care, he said. “Everything we 
do is primary care. That is 
the economic engine for our 
business. It’s all about reduc-
ing the cost of  health care by 
keeping people healthy. And 
that doesn’t hurt us as a hos-
pital because we don’t rely 
on sick people to generate 
income.”

While hospitals around the 
country are merging or offer-
ing services through affi lia-
tions, DiVello said, that’s not 
in Grace Cottage’s business 
plan.

“We don’t see any need to 
be formally affi liated with 
another health care system 
because we are so unique in 
what we do,” he said. “Our 
average daily census has ac-
tually gone up. We are look-
ing at ways to refer fewer 
patients to other health care 
organizations, trying to keep 
as many here at Grace Cot-
tage because it’s what we do.”

However, Grace Cottage 
does make referrals for more 
serious procedures or for sur-
gery to other hospitals, such 
as Brattleboro Memorial, 
Cheshire Medical Center in 
Keene, N.H., and Dartmouth 

Hitchcock Medical Center in 
Lebanon, N.H.

NATIONWIDE CHALLENGES
Grace Cottage could see 

even more patients if  not 
for the problem of  not hav-
ing enough providers.

“Medical schools are not 
providing enough primary 
care providers to meet the 
growing demand,” DiVello 
said. “Economically there 
is not a lot of  incentive to 
produce primary care pro-
viders because they don’t 
get paid nearly as well as 
specialists and procedural-
ists.”

Many hospitals are mak-
ing up for this national 
dearth in primary care pro-
viders with advanced prac-
tice registered nurses, he 
said.

“Here at Grace Cottage 
we have a nice mix of  doc-
tors and advanced practice 
providers,” DiVello said. 
“But a lot of  organizations 
can’t recruit doctors at all. 
ERs all over the nation are 
staffed solely by nurse prac-
titioners with no physicians 
on the schedule at all.”

DiVello admitted the 
United States spends an in-
credible amount of  money 
on health care.

“It’s frightening to think 
about,” he said.

According to the Con-
gressional Budget Offi ce, 
in 2017, the United States 
spent about $3.5 trillion, 
or 18 percent of  GDP, on 
health care, which is more 
than twice the average 
among developed coun-
tries. Of  that amount, the 

federal government pays 
$1.5 trillion, a number that 
is expected to rise to $2.9 
trillion in 10 years, or nearly 
10 percent of  the economy.

“Because the price tag is 
enormous,” DiVello said, 
“there’s the question of  
where do you take the mon-
ey? With the chaos in Wash-
ington right now, they can’t 
even decide on what time to 
take lunch.”

DiVello pointed out that 
Grace Cottage is respon-
sible for only .7 percent of  
health care spending in 
Vermont. 

In fact, Brown said, Ver-
mont has 14 hospitals and 
13 of  them together aren’t 
as big as the University of  
Vermont Medical Center, 
which accounts for half  of  
the health care spending in 
the state.

“Obviously, Vermont 
can’t afford to lose any of  
its hospitals,” DiVello said.

Fortunately, he said, 
Grace Cottage is well-posi-
tioned to handle whatever 
the market or Washington, 
D.C., send its way.

“We are a not-for-profi t 
critical access hospital, 
owned by the community,” 
DiVello said. “We are a com-
munity asset governed by a 
board of  directors who are 
all volunteers. Their job is 
to make sure the asset is 
protected, safe and viable 
and can survive to meet the 
needs of  the community.”

Bob Audette can be contacted 
at 802-254-2311, ext. 151, 
or raudette@reformer.com.
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“It’s all about 
reducing the cost 
of health care by 
keeping people 

healthy. And that 
doesn’t hurt us as 
a hospital because 

we don’t rely on sick 
people to generate 

income.”
DOUGLAS DIVELLO,

chief  executive offi cer, 
Grace Cottage Hospital
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The Publisher reserves the right to edit,
reject or cancel any advertisement at any
time. Only publication of an advertisement
shall constitute final acceptance of an
advertiser’s order.
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TIA WELLS
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