
East Chicago Town Hall Recap 

At the East Chicago town hall, hosted by Ivy Tech Community College, St. Catherine Hospital CEO Leo 

Correa opened by stressing the importance of reaching and serving the most vulnerable residents. 

Through 170 recent outreach events, St. Catherine Hospital has reached 17,000 residents. Among the 

hospital’s primary focus areas are diabetes, heart disease, stroke, maternal health, and infant mortality. 

Correa urged attendees to remember that “mental health is the overarching health issue that affects all 

people” and that with the “right people and right momentum, we can and must turn the tide [on public 

health rankings] in the right direction.” 

Health Commissioner and physician Dr. Gerri C. Browning highlighted the work of the “small but mighty” 

East Chicago Health Department as it strives to improve local health through immunizations, screenings, 

and community partnerships to address complex health challenges. One of the region’s chief health 

challenges is environmental pollution caused by lead smelting and other local industries. As a physician 

who treats older Hoosiers, Browning noted he often sees the “consequences of long-term smoking, 

including vascular disease.” He concluded by reading a proclamation from the mayor’s office calling for 

increased public health funding for Indiana communities. 

Regional Mental Health Center President and CEO Robert Krumwied noted that the four focus areas of 

the Alliance are “amazingly consistent with the folks we are treating with chronic mental illness and 

addiction problems.” He observed that most of these clients do not die from their mental illness but 

from poor choices and a lack of options that lead to higher rates of smoking, obesity, and drug abuse. He 

pointed out that their children often suffer as well because the stress of raising children can overwhelm 

them and they often lack the social supports of family, friends, and co-workers. He noted that “the same 

programs that are being put together for people with mental illness will work for the general 

population,” but finding a qualified health care workforce is a challenge. He put out a call to action: “We 

have to work neighborhood by neighborhood to help people lead a healthier lifestyle.” 

Charlie Geier, vice president of impact and data solutions at the Indiana Youth Institute, presented a 

wealth of data on the state of children’s health in Indiana. Noting that Indiana ranks 35th among the 50 

states in children’s health, Geier highlighted challenges and disparities when it comes to obesity, infant 

mortality, and the impact of drug abuse. The latter, in particular, includes high rates of child neglect and 

abuse. According to Geier, a call is placed to Indiana child services every two minutes, and the rate of 

out-of-home placement has increased in direct correlation with the worsening drug epidemic. One 

positive light was the governor’s call for Indiana to be the “best in the Midwest” with respect to infant 

mortality and the declining rate of cigarette use among Indiana youth consistent with national trends, 

although tempered by high rates of vaping and e-cigarette usage. Geier highlighted a range of things 

attendees could do, including sharing data among one another and focusing on health disparities among 

kids and families by race, income, and geography. 

Tameka Warren spoke as the nurse supervisor with Goodwill of Central and Southern Indiana’s Nurse-

Family Partnership Indiana Lake County Region, which works with 170 low-income, first-time pregnant 

mothers to improve their health and the health of their child. “Infants are the most vulnerable 



population among all populations,” she said. The program has been effective at connecting low-income 

mothers to prenatal care, improving birth weight and rates of pre-term birth, and facilitating breast-

feeding, a strong protective factor for infant health. Warren called for “consistency, cooperation, and 

commitment” to improve Indiana’s low rankings in infant mortality—in Lake County, 49 babies died in 

the past year before their first birthday—and meet the governor’s goal.  

Julie Reed, J.D., executive vice president with the Indiana State Medical Association, facilitated a panel 

discussion featuring a number of health and community leaders. Highlights included the following: 

 Dr. Patrick Bankston, associate dean and director of Indiana University School of Medicine – 

Northwest – Gary, noted that despite having excellent hospitals and community-based health 

centers and some 70,000 residents, Lake County lacks a medical residency program. As a result, 

the area misses out on retaining qualified talent and reaping the benefits of improved medical 

care that residents provide. He praised the efforts of the state to fund and incentivize 

collaboration that has advanced a multiparty effort to build a residency program in the region 

while lamenting the expensive and bureaucratic federal process of setting up such a program. 

He hopes to have such a program established within three to five years. 

 Michal Meska, administrative director for respiratory therapy with Franciscan Alliance, 

highlighted the work of two local tobacco coalitions and partnerships across hospital and school 

systems to combat both adult and youth tobacco use, including an agreement last year across 

16 schools systems representing 115,000 students. Meska noted you can have either “tobacco 

or health—you cannot have both.” His solutions focused on raising the price of cigarettes 

through a higher cigarette tax, increasing the minimum age of purchase from 18 to 21 for all 

tobacco products, and reducing the harmful effects of marketing through plain packaging and 

other changes. 

 As the leader of a local anti-poverty organization, Gary Olund, president and CEO of Northwest 

Indiana Community Action, focused on addressing poverty and the other social determinants of 

health. He noted that participation in the WIC nutrition program for women, infants, and 

children is down and stressed the importance of outreach and raising awareness across sectors. 

“This is not simply a medical issue. This is not simply a public responsibility. It is also a business 

responsibility and a nonprofit responsibility,” Olund said.  

Brian Tabor, president of the Indiana Hospital Association, closed by noting the importance of engaging 

lawmakers and other leaders in the fight for better Hoosier health. “We can spend more time preaching 

to each other, but we don’t need to do that. It is about how we engage others outside these walls and 

outside health care,” Tabor said. He encouraged participants to “be obnoxious” about the need to 

increase the cigarette tax and increase public health funding because “not everyone agrees” that these 

are priorities that must be addressed with urgency. 

The town hall closed with the presentation of an animated video urging an increase in the state’s 

cigarette tax, both to reduce the high smoking rate and to fund public health investments in the opioid 

epidemic, infant mortality, and other areas. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NMxILofe2Dw

