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VGH cancer care among top community
cancer centers in state, says commission

BY POLLY KEARY, eDITOR

A BRAIN TUMOR came as a nasty surprise last April to Glen Neimi, 41, of Sultan (center), but the fact that he could receive
treatment at Valley General Hospital in Monroe came as a relief, as it did to his mother Thelma (left). Oncology nurse Gale
Coates, who worked with Neimi through his successful chemotherapy, was instrumental in putting together the cancer

care program, which last week received top honors from a national cancer commission.

When Valley General Hospital
set out to provide cancer care to lo-
cal people, the team set their sights
high.

Not only did they want to provide
quality care, they wanted to provide
some of the best community cancer
care in the state.

Last week, they learned they had
succeeded.

The Commission on Cancer, a na-
tional organization that monitors
cancer care, awarded Valley General
Hospital certification with commen-
dation, it’s highest honor, which it
has only bestowed on three state
hospitals in the last three years.

“The program first became a real-

ity in 2002 and we started to grow
gradually,” said Theresa Hayden,
Cancer Registrar at VGH. “In 2004
we started to put things in place to
become nationally approved. You
have to have two years behind you
before they’ll even come out and
look at you.”

Even then, the commission can re-
fuse to evaluate.

“They came outin 2007 and looked
to see if we were ready to go through
the process,” said Hayden. “We were,
s0 someone came out in March.”

The commission examined the
program for leadership, data man-
agement, research, community
outreach, professional education
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and staff support and many other
things.

Of 36 established standards of
care, all were met by VGH.

That makes VGH one of just three
state hospitals, including Swed-
ish Hospital in Seattle in 2005 and
Valley Hospital and Medical Center
in Spokane in 2006, to get perfect
marks in recent years.

For the accomplishment, VGH
will get the Commission on Cancer’s
Outstanding Achievement award in
2009.

The idea to put cancer care in
VGH sprang from community sur-
veys completed in 2001, said Brenda
Rogers, Associate Administrator and
Chief Nursing Executive.

“Over and over again we heard that
people wanted local cancer care,” she
said. “If you live locally and you have
radiation or chemotherapy, you're
pretty miserable, you don't want to
spend a lot of time in your car.”

VGH still can’t do radiation, but
chemotherapy is available.

For Glen Niemi, 41, the option to
get local treatment came as a relief.

“It’s better, immensely,” he said.

Diagnosed last April with an inop-
erable brain tumor following a mas-
sive seizure, the Sultan man began
undergoing an aggressive series of
twice-monthly chemotherapy treat-
ments last year.

His mother, Thelma Niemi, of Sno-
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homish, took him to appointments.

“I said flat out, I didn't want to
come to Seattle every time,” she said.
“I stressed we would prefer treatment
in Monroe.”

Although VGH is a much smaller
hospital than the one in Seattle, Mrs.
Niemi was pleased with the care her
son received.

“I'm really impressed with the
medication he'd been getting,” she
said. “It’s not originally designed for
that (type of cancer.) Dr. Congdon
(head of VHG cancer care) said he'd
only treated one other case with it.”

The medication was successful:
Friday, Niemi underwent his last
treatment, and he appears to be in
remission.

In fact, people who get treatment
in Monroe rather than at larger, more
distant hospitals, get care every bit
as good and sometimes better, said
Rogers.

For example, VGH, like most hos-
pitals that see cancer patients, has a
tumor board that reviews a certain
percentage of its cases each month.

On average, tumor boards review
about 10% of their cases, said Rog-
ers. But at VGH, the tumor board
reviews as much as 40% of its cases,
usually the more complex or unusual
cases.

“It gives the patients multiple
minds looking at their cases,” she
said. “Dr. Congdon (who last week
was attending a major cancer confer-
ence in Chicago) picks the ones that
are least cut and dried.”

“Looking at the diagnosis, hav-
ing that information, the board asks
what is the right decision, why is it
the right one?” said Hayden. “Occa-
ssionaly, they will re-present a case,
and there will be a challenge, and we
may reconsider our plan.”

Hayden maintains an ever-chang-
ing database of hundreds of medica-
tions and combinations to treat dif-
ferent kids of cancer, she said, and all
of those medications are available to
their patients.

The combination of small hospital
and state-of-the-art treatment means
the best of both worlds for patients,
staff members said.

“We're doing big city, high-tech
stuff in a place with a strong sense
of community,” said oncology nurse
Gale Coates, who has been with the
program since its inception.

The recognition from the Com-
mission on Cancer just validates
something they already knew; that
they have a great team, said staff
members.

“Everyone here is utterly passion-
ate about being that good, about be-
ing a team,” said Hayden

“It's the most amazing group of
people I've ever worked with, and
I've been doing this 20 years,” said
Rogers.
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Walser pleads guilty

FRED WALSER, state senate candidate and former Sultan
Police Chief, pleaded guilty last week to one count of
providing false information to a public servant. He will

continue his campaign.

BY POLLY KEARY, EDITOR

Former Sultan police chief Fred
Walser, in the midst of a state senate
campaign, pleaded guilty Thursday
to one count of providing false infor-
mation to a public servant in connec-
tion with a 2006 investigation of an
employee.

Although maintaining that he was
innocent of intentionally giving false
information, Walser took the plea to
avoid an expensive legal process, he
said.

The case stems from a 2005 inci-
dent in which a neighbor of Walser’s
assistant, Caroline Pepperrel, ac-
cused her of unlawful harassment
using police-only computers.

The charge was sufficiently seri-
ous to lead Walser to request that
the sheriff’s office conduct an inves-
tigation. A detective found a police
computer access log that showed that
Pepperell had been logged in dur-
ing the hours in question, in which
someone had run a search of the
neighbor’s name.

That information was turned over
to Walser, who was told that it was up
to him to follow up on the matter.

A month later, Pepperell’s neigh-
bor asked for the computer records
herself, and Walser provided the
city with a log from the day in ques-
tion, but it didn't show Pepperell
was logged on. Then the neighbor
requested that police turn over com-
puter hard drives. The City of Sultan
decided that a second investigation
was required.

So they involved the Washington
State Patrol, the agency that usually
oversees investigations of other po-
lice departments.

A state patrol investigator reported
that Walser denied having learned
that Pepperell had been logged on
to the computer the day someone
searched the neighbor’s name.

Investigators then looked at the log
Walser had supplied and concluded
that it wasn't the correct log, accord-
ing to the investigation report.

There was a lot of tension at the
time between Walser and Ben Tol-
son, who was then mayor of Sultan,
and Tolson had been vocal in his de-
termination to oust Walser.

Walser believes that is why Tolson
then encouraged the city to conduct
an internal investigation of him.

A Wenatchee attorney carried out
the investigation of Walser, during
which Walser produced the original
computer log record provided by the
sheriff’s investigator, a report he said
he had simply misplaced.

Shortly thereafter, Walser
nounced that he would retire.

The City of Sultan decided to
launch a criminal investigation of
Walser anyway. The investigation
concluded that Walser had withheld
the information deliberately to pro-
tect a valued employee.

So the case was forwarded to What-
com County prosecutors (Walser is
too well known in the law enforce-
ment community to proceed in Sno-
homish County).

In the mean time, Pepperell was
fired, but a judge later concluded
that although she did misuse the
computer, the firing was too drastic.
The judge ordered her reinstated to
her post.

Walser also announced his candi-
dacy for a state senate seat.

Whatcom County prosecutors filed

an-

one charge against Walser, of provid-
ing false information to a public ser-
vant, on May 8.

Walser initially vowed to fight the
charge with a not-guilty plea, but
changed his mind, he said, when
faced with the expense of a legal
battle.

The failure to hand over the sher-
iff’s report was an honest mistake, he
said, but said that he takes responsi-
bility for having forgotten about that
report.

“I have to accept the consequences
for my actions,” he said.

A Whatcom County judge ordered
him to serve 240 hours of communi-
ty service and pay the City of Sultan
a $20,000 fine.

That is still less burdensome than
the cost of the trial would have been,
said Walser.

“The cost of the trial would have
been enormous, more than I can af-
ford,” said Walser. “It would have
been about $50,000 or $60,000, ac-
cording to my lawyers.”

And a trial would have taken time
away from his campaign, and per-
haps wouldn't have gone his way
anyway, he said.

“My lawyer said because I did mis-
place the file, I had some exposure,”
he said. “I talked it over with Don-
netta (his wife, and the mayor of
Monroe), and with some other peo-
ple, and they said I should just get it
behind me.”

He will still oppose three-term
state senator Val Stevens (R-Arling-
ton) in the November election, he
said.

The conviction will present a chal-
lenge, but it is not insurmountable,
he said, saying the matter was over-
blown, and was the result of an inter-
nal city dispute between Walser and
the former mayor Ben Tolson.

“Misplacing a sheriff’s report
doesn’t constitute a major crime in
my book,” he said. “I'm just disap-
pointed it even got this far.”

Some of his constituents agree that
the investigation went too far.

“I'thinkit could have been handled
awhole lot better,” said Kate Roesler,
a Sultan florist and mink rancher.
“Did Fred forget to give something
or turn over something? Looks like
it. But it sure got blown out of pro-
portion.”

It doesn’t undo 40 years in law en-
forcement and a strong track record
of service to citizens, Walser said.

“I've been successful in just about
everything I've done,” he said. “I
chaired the East County Emergency
Medical Servcies Committee at Val-
ley General Hospital and we were
responsible for bringing paramedic
service out here in 1977, that's how
far back I go.”

He also supported the Boys and
Girls club, especially that in Sultan,
sat on the Snohomish County Health
and Safety Network, founded and
continues to chair the U.S. 2 Safety
Coalition, and helped bring a skate
park to Sultan.

It's that commitment to public
service that keeps motivating him to
seek higher office, he said.

“Highway 2 needs drastic atten-
tion,” he said. “So does Highway 9.
So does education. That's why I'm
doing this in retirement. I can't just
sit around.”
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