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Weight-loss Surgery Now an Option for More HHC Employees

Tammy Ratcliffe says she has one regret about her 
2007 weight-loss surgery. “My only regret is not doing 
it sooner,’’ says the 39-year-old G.I.-Endoscopy nurse 
at Hartford Hospital.

By the time Ratcliffe had her gastric bypass 
operation, her weight had ballooned to 238 pounds. 
While she was only 32, her medical chart read like 
that of an 80-year-old: diabetes, high blood pressure, 
high cholesterol, fatty liver disease, acid reflux and 
sleep apnea.

Standing 5-feet, 4-inches tall, Ratcliffe has always 
struggled with her weight, which she blamed in part 
on a steady diet of fast food and a general dislike 
of exercise. But it wasn’t until she started taking 

medication for diabetes in 2003 that she crossed the 
threshold from moderate to severe obesity.

Weight loss surgery was not an option at that time. 
She was not considered heavy enough. 

Some insurance plans cover weight-loss surgery 
for candidates who have a body mass index (BMI) 
of 40 or more (about 100 pounds overweight for 
men and 80 pounds overweight for women). People 
with obesity-related health problems such as Type 2 
diabetes or heart disease may be eligible if their BMI is 
35 or higher.

But often, that’s too late, said Dr. Darren Tishler, 
chief of metabolic and bariatric surgery at the Surgical 
Weight Loss Center at Hartford Hospital.

NetworkNews

Continued on page 3

Tammy Ratcliffe, before weight-loss surgery,  
seven years post-op and running half-marathons.
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Windham and Backus EDs Working to Establish 
Statewide Prescription Drug Guidelines

Prescription drug overdoses 
—mostly from narcotic 
painkillers like Vicodin and 
OxyContin—contribute to 
more than 16,000 deaths in 
the United States each year. 

In an effort to address 
what is being labeled “a 
prescription drug epidemic,” 
Windham Hospital 
Emergency Department 
medical director Dr. Greg 
Shangold, and Backus 
Hospital chief of Emergency 
Services Dr. Nader Bahadory, 
FACEP, are joining with other ED leaders across the 
state to develop guidelines for prescribing opioids in 
emergency departments.

Several states, including Ohio, New Mexico 
and New York, have adopted opioid prescribing 
guidelines with recommendations that include: 
only one medical provider prescribing opioids to 
treat a patient’s chronic pain, not prescribing long-
lasting opioids, and not prescribing replacement 
prescriptions for controlled substances that were  
lost, destroyed or stolen.  

Shangold is hopeful a similar protocol will be 
adopted and embraced by ED physicians and health 
officials in Connecticut.

“My hope is that physicians will feel supported 
that they can tell a patient ‘no’ when appropriate,” 
Shangold says. “The public also needs to be educated 
that the role of the Emergency Department is to treat 
acute pain.  It’s been proven that patients will have 
better outcomes if their medications are prescribed 
by only one provider.”

Bahadory believes establishing guidelines is a 
“good start” but that the effort will need legislation to 
“give it teeth.”  In addition, Bahadory says EDs must 
be cognizant of the Emergency Medical Treatment 
and Active Labor Act (EMTALA), which requires that 
patients seeking emergency care be assessed and 
treated until the condition is resolved or stabilized.

“It’s a political and medical 
issue,” says Bahadory. “Most 

patients who come into the Emergency Department 
come to us with legitimate pain and we treat that. 
It’s the very small percentage who take advantage of 
the system and get extra pain medication for either 
themselves or to sell that we are focused on.”

There are tools currently in place that help 
physicians address the problem including the 
Connecticut Prescription Monitoring Program 
(CTPMP), which serves as a registry to monitor 
patient prescriptions. Bahadory says working within 
a health system like Hartford HealthCare, which has 
its own Behavioral Health Network and is working 
toward one health record for each patient, enhances 
communication between providers about patients’ 
drug use.

Dr. J.Craig Allen, medical director of Rushford 
Center, agrees that communication between 
Emergency Department providers and other 
prescribers, namely primary care physicians, is 
crucial in addressing the issue of prescription  
drug abuse.  

“Establishing these guidelines is a great step 
and a great opportunity to address this problem,” 
says Allen. “A brief intervention [in the Emergency 
Department] would not only help educate the patient 
but is also an opportunity to refer this person to 
someone who can help them manage their addiction.”

Health in the News

Windham Hospital Emergency Department 

medical director Dr. Greg Shangold

Backus Hospital chief of Emergency 

Services Dr. Nader Bahadory, FACEP



Performing weight-loss surgery before a person 
develops obesity-related illness can prevent many 
devastating chronic conditions, Tishler said.

And Hartford HealthCare employees can be among the 
first to benefit.

As part of a system-wide effort to help employees 
get healthier, HHC employees with a body mass index 
(BMI) of 30+ and their dependents covered by one of 
HHC’s Aetna plans can now get insurance coverage for 
weight-loss surgery when they seek care from a Hartford 
HealthCare provider. That means HHC employees who are 
50 or 75 pounds overweight may now qualify.

“We want our employees to be as healthy as they can 
be and for some, weight-loss surgery can be life-saving,’’ 
said Antell Mitchell-James, vice president for benefits and 
HR operations at HHC. “That is why Hartford HealthCare 
is one of the first employers in the region to offer this 
enhanced benefit to our employees.’’

Studies show that weight-loss surgery helps people 
who are less obese to lose weight and can improve or 
even cure obesity-related conditions such as diabetes, 
severe arthritis, sleep apnea and high blood pressure – 
and sometimes even prevent them.

Weight-loss surgery works by reducing the size of the 
stomach and sometimes re-routing the digestive system 
to limit the amount of food you can eat and how many 
nutrients your body can absorb. 

“Our data shows that obesity-related conditions are 
among the top-five reasons why our employees see their 
doctors,’’ Tishler said. Obesity not only causes chronic 
disease, he said, it can shorten your life.

Tammy Ratcliffe lost 138 pounds, dropping from a size 
22 to a size 0 in pants. She runs 3 to 5 miles a day and has 
resolved all of her medical conditions except diabetes. 
Her BMI was 42 when she had the surgery. She says if she 
were allowed to have it four years earlier, her BMI would 
have been 33. “I would have had it easier if I had less co-
morbid conditions,’’ she said.

But while Ratcliffe’s success has been extraordinary, 
even patients who lose only 10 percent of their pre-

surgical weight can drastically improve their health. 
“The first 10 percent of weight loss sometimes has the 

most profound effect on blood pressure, high cholesterol, 
mobility,  joint, back and neck pain,’’ Tishler said. “If you 
are 250 pounds and you get down 25 pounds, that’s a big 
improvement.’’

Weight-loss surgery Continued from page 1
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HHC employees and their covered adult dependents 

with a Body Mass Index (BMI) of 30 to 35 are now 

eligible for weight-loss surgery when they seek care 

from a Hartford HealthCare provider. 

To find out if you may be eligible for this  

enhanced benefit, try this simple BMI calculator. 

Weight-loss surgery is available to HHC employees 

at Hartford Hospital, The Hospital of Central Con-

necticut (HOCC) and MidState Medical Center.

To learn more, contact one of the following 

fellowship-trained HHC physicians who specialize 

in weight-loss surgery.

Hartford Hospital  

Dr. Pavlos Papasavas and Dr. Darren Tishler  

Glastonbury, Hartford, Enfield, Farmington, 

Manchester, South Windsor

860.246.2071, option #2

http://www.harthosp.org/obesitysurgery

The Hospital of Central Connecticut 
Dr. Ed Hannoush 

11 South Road, Suite 130, Farmington

1.888.456.7546

MidState Medical Center
Dr. Aziz Benbrahim and Dr. Nicolas Verdura

61 Pomeroy Avenue, East Meriden 

1.866.668.5070

Network News is a monthly publication produced by a sub-committee of the 
Hartford HealthCare Communications Council. Please send story ideas to 
networknews@hhchealth.org. The committee will make every effort to consider 
your story idea, but due to space constraints, editing may be necessary. 

http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/guidelines/obesity/BMI/bmicalc.htm
http://www.harthosp.org/obesitysurgery
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Spotlight Each of us has an interesting story. This month, Network News introduces Spotlight, 
a new feature designed to highlight the interesting things you do at or away from work. 

Leo Veleas: The Infrastructure Go-To Guy at the Institute of Living for 40 years

Leo Veleas still chuckles when he thinks about his  

unconventional job interview in 1974. He was 25 at the 

time and searching for something that paid better than his 

minor league baseball job to support his new wife and 

growing family. Pete Sala, a family friend and then  

plumbing foreman at the Institute of Living, mentioned  

an opening there and suggested Leo go to Pippi’s Café, 

where engineering chief Ed Neubelt often went after work. 

Neubelt was indeed there and, after some brief intro-

ductions, he and Veleas talked over drinks. Several hours 

later, Neubelt had two questions. 

“I know you can drink, but can you do plumbing?” he 

said. “You’ll be replacing a guy who left after three months; 

will you stay?” 

Veleas answered “yes” on both counts. 

“Yeah, I’ll stay,” he told Neubelt, never dreaming his stay 

would last 40 years. 

 Last month, Veleas was recognized for his four decades 

of service to the Institute of Living and Hartford Hospital 

and for the innumerable contributions he has made in that 

time, many of which go well beyond the scope of his job 

description. 

One of a handful of veteran maintenance employees 

remaining at the IOL, Veleas’ generosity and quiet  

competence have earned him the respect of his colleagues 

and a reputation as a go-to resource, not just for plumbing 

problems, but for his knowledge of the IOL’s infrastructure 

and history. 

“Leo knows every inch of this place,” said Caleb Cutler, 

manager of engineering of Hartford Hospital’s south  

campus, as the IOL is known. 

Veleas knows the steam works, plumbing, and sprin-

klers, Cutler said. He has had to trace out ancient water 

pipes and maintain heating systems in the 32-building 

complex, parts of which are more than 100 years old. He 

has patched old brass pipes, uncovered giant cisterns, and 

old drainage lines buried in the ground. 

“If I have a question, say about a leak and where it 

might be coming from, Leo would know, or know who to 

ask, nine times out of 10,” Cutler said.  

A three-sport athlete at Newington High School, Veleas 

was drafted by the Red Sox in 1970 soon after graduating 

from New Haven College. He remembers his two years 

on the club’s farm team as a great experience despite his 

ultimate decision to rule baseball out as a career. It is still 

a big part of his life and Veleas never misses a chance to 

prognosticate about baseball or golf, another sport he  

enjoys, Cutler said. 

For 27 years, Veleas has coached baseball at Berlin High 

School and was inducted into the Connecticut Coaches  

Association Hall of Fame in 2010. He has led the team to 

five state championships and, in 1993, took the team on a 

trip to Cuba as part of a goodwill exchange program. His 

players have included his son and grandson, and another 

who is married to Veleas’ daughter.  

Though he would never tell you, Veleas has been picked 

to represent the northeast region in a national contest for 

coach of the year.  As for golf, he has participated in golf 

tournament fundraisers for the hospital for many years.  

Everybody wanted to be on his team, Cutler said. 

Veleas is not a talkative man, but Cutler and others  

say they are never in doubt about where they stand with 

him. He is comfortable with himself, not judgmental and 

accepts the way you are, they said. 

Leo Veleas, second 

from right, with IOL 

coworkers (left to 

right) Ray Perleoni, 

Junior Lopez and 

Pete Sala.

Continued on page 5



iSafety: Protecting Kids in the Digital Age
A community forum on mental health
Thursday, April 17, 6:30 to 8 p.m.
Hilton Garden Inn Mystic/Groton, 224 Gold Star Highway, 
Groton, CT

Join us for an open dialogue with experts on mental health, 
video games and the Internet. Ask questions, share your 
stories, and learn how to keep children safe and healthy in 
the digital age.

Know Your Genes! Learn about the issues, 
options and new strategies for breast and 
ovarian prevention
Friday, April 25, 8:30 a.m. to 9:30 a.m.
Westfarms Mall, Hartford HealthCare Wellness Lounge,  
Lower Level, near Nordstrom 

Meet and speak with Dr. Stacy Nerenstone, an oncologist 
and president of the medical staff at Hartford Hospital – 
and then take a 30-minute group walk around the mall 
with her while she speaks about testing options, who 
should be tested and what to do with positive results. 
Breakfast will be provided following the event. To register, 
call 860.561.3420 X2102.

He has a great sense of humor, but has been  

known to raise a finger in quiet disapproval when  

he hears a coworker speak of the Lord in vain. 

“With Leo, what you see is what you get,” said 

Cutler. “And what you get is a very knowledgeable, 

generous resource.” 

 “There is no BS out of Leo,” added Nick Marziale, 

electrical division manager at Hartford Hospital.  

“He’s a solid citizen of the world.” 

 Veleas says he has come to think of his tight-knit 

group of colleagues as family. They meet daily in the  

IOL carpentry shop for lunch. They know each other’s  

wives and parents and attend the weddings of each  

other’s children. 

 They have weathered staffing reductions together and 

the merger with Hartford Hospital some 20 years ago. They 

were there for the Blizzard of 1978, when Veleas said he 

came into work on Monday and went home on Wednesday. 

During the storm, he and other members of the mainte-

nance crew strapped chains on the tires of their vans and 

shuttled stranded doctors and nurses from their homes to 

the hospital. 

A lot has changed at the IOL, but the friendships and 

memories never will, said Veleas, now 65.  

“I will miss Leo when he leaves,” said Cutler. “I’m sure  

I will be calling him.” 
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Special Events

Leo Veleas Continued on page 5

Leo Veleas, right, 

has coached baseball 

at Berlin High School 

for 27 years. At left 

is assistant coach 

Frank Naples.

Leo Veleas received 

his 40-year service 

award from Hartford 

Hospital in March.

If you have an interesting story, or know somebody who does, please send a brief description to our e-mail box, 
networknews@hhchealth.org. The Network News team will do its best to include the story in an upcoming Spotlight.
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VNA HealthCare hosted 

a special exhibit at the 

Connecticut Science 

Center in Hartford on 

Saturday, March 22. VNA 

staff members Jennifer 

Pagnamenta, Sean Fallon, 

Lindsey Appel, and Jennifer 

Trent conducted balance 

screenings and also demon-

strated how Lifeline works.

Around HHC
The Hospital of Central Connecticut cancer center, 

under construction, benefited from a generous  

$1 million donation from American Savings Foundation 

and is naming the center’s second floor American 

Savings Foundation Medical Oncology Pavilion. Pictured 

with center rendering: David Davison, Foundation 

president, CEO; John Dillaway, HOCC Board chairman, 

cancer center campaign chairman; Wendy Lux, 

HOCC Philanthropy; Maria Falvo, Foundation; Harry 

Mazadoorian and Marie Gustin, Foundation Board 

chairman and member, respectively.

Windham and Backus Hospital went blue for colon 

cancer on Friday, March 7. Windham joined the Colon 

Cancer Alliance’s “Blue Day,” encouraging staff to 

wear blue or decorate their workspaces in blue to 

bring awareness to colon cancer screening and early 

detection. Steve Johnson from Facilities Management 

won “Most Original” for being a colon cancer superhero.

>

>

On March 26, the Institute of 

Living hosted the first of five 

listening sessions sponsored by the 

Connecticut Department of Children 

and Families (DCF). Dr. Lisa Namerow, 

child and adolescent psychiatrist 

at IOL, spoke before the DCF panel. 

The sessions are designed for public 

comment and input about the 

Children’s Behavioral Health Plan, 

which DCF is creating. 

Nurses at MidState 

Medical Center had the 

opportunity to learn 

more about the steps to 

attaining certification 

in their specialty field 

at the hospital’s Annual 

Certified Nurses’ Day on 

March 19. Over 10 nursing 

specialties were represented at the event. To date, approximately 17% of 

MidState nurses hold a specialty certification. 

>

>

>
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Office Locations 
Urgent & 
Primary Care 
Avon – Route 44*
Hartford Hospital Family
Health Center
860.696.2150
339 West Main St.

Bristol
860.584.8291
22 Pine St.

Enfield*
Hartford Hospital Family
Health Center
860.696.2380
100 Hazard Ave. Suite 101

Farmington
406 Farmington Ave.
860.677.9624

Glastonbury
860.696.2250
676 Hebron Ave. Suite 1

Manchester*
860.696.2300
256 North Main St.

South Windsor
Hartford Hospital Family
Health Center
860.696.2350
1559 Sullivan Ave.

Wallingford*
MidState Family 
Health Center
203.694.5500 - Urgent
203.694.5502 - Primary
863 North Main St.,
Suite 101 & Suite 103

West Hartford 
860.232.4891
336 North Main St.
860.696.2200*
445 South Main St.

Wethersfield*
860.696.2400
1025 Silas Deane Hwy.

Windsor*
860.696.2450
1060 Day Hill Rd.

Urgent Care
Cheshire (MediQuick)
680 South Main Street
203.694.6700 

Meriden (MediQuick)
61 Pomeroy Avenue
203.694.5350

Willimantic (MedEast)
1703 West Main Street
860.456.1252

Tolland (MedEast)
200 Merrow Road 
(Route 195)
860.871.5452

Primary Care 
Avon – Route 10
860.284.5111
100 Simsbury Rd., Suite 203

Cheshire
203.271.2120
1781 Highland Ave.
Suite 106

Coventry
860.742.0807
1776 Boston Tpke. 
(Route 44)

Hebron
860.228.1119
23A Liberty Dr.

Kensington
860.828.3361
320 New Britain Rd.

Meriden
203.694.5340
61 Pomeroy Ave. 

New Britain
860.229.0100
40 Hart St., Bldg. D

Southington 
860.621.6704
98 Main Street, 3rd Floor,
Suite 103

Storrs
1244 Storrs Rd.
860.429.9321

Unionville
860.673.1869
1825 Farmington Ave.
Wallingford
203.284.3144
67 Masonic Ave.

Willimantic
Windham Family 
Health Center
860.423.9764
5 Founders St.

Endocrinology
Care for diseases 
& disorders of the endocrine
system

Storrs
860.487.9102
1244 Storrs Rd.

Wallingford
203.284.3144
67 Masonic Ave.

West Hartford 
860.696.2240
445 South Main St.

Sports Medicine
Care and prevention of sports
related injuries

Glastonbury
860.696.2250
676 Hebron Ave., Suite 1

West Hartford
860.696.2200
445 South Main St.

*Occupational Medicine Services

Urgent Care
Immediate care for non-life threatening injuries 
and illnesses:
• Colds, cough, flu • Sinus infections
• Ear pain, eye infections • Rash, skin problems
• Burns • Allergies
• Insect stings • Strains and sprains
• Automobile accidents • Cuts, lacerations
• Bruises • Workers’ compensation 

Primary Care
Maximize your health with our excellent coordinated:
• Medical management of chronic conditions
• Pre-operative history and physical exams
• Occupational medicine • Laser Aesthetics 
• Vaccinations • School & camp physicals
• Travel medicine • Health counseling 
• Family medicine • Wellness exams
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Need primary or urgent care?

If you’re looking for exceptional primary or urgent care, look no further than the providers within our own 
Hartford HealthCare system. Offices are conveniently located throughout Connecticut. In addition to primary and 
urgent care, HHCMG offers specialists who treat conditions ranging from asthma to podiatry needs and more.

For a complete list of HHC MG office locations throughout our service area that are affiliated with our 
hospitals, please visit www.hartfordhealthcaremedicalgroup.org or call, toll-free at 877.707.4442. 

http://www.hartfordhealthcaremedicalgroup.org

