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Cardiopulmonary rehab patients recover in new space
For Immediate Release
(COLUMBUS, Neb.) — Dr. Mark Howerter had one goal when he started rehabilitation after
having COVID-19, and that was to be as active as he had been before becoming sick.

It would take a lot of hard work to reach that target, as he spent 25 days in the hospital due to
the virus. However, he thinks he is becoming closer to reaching his goal, and that is thanks to
the cardiopulmonary rehab staff at Columbus Community Hospital.

It is quite an accomplishment — especially considering he couldn’t even walk from the parking
lot to the hospital when he started his rehab. His wife had to push him in a wheelchair.
Howerter also was on high oxygen levels and couldn’t make it through more than a couple
minutes of walking on a treadmill at a pace of about a mile per hour without having to rest. The
sessions left him completely exhausted.

After two months of rehab twice a week, Howerter became stronger and he breathed easier.
Now, he is feeling well enough to be back at work in the emergency department at CCH. He also
has the energy to perform ordinary activities, such as mowing the lawn and accomplishing
other projects around the house.

Even though Howerter, 64, works at the hospital, he wasn’t aware of the vital role
cardiopulmonary rehab has in the recovery process of patients with heart conditions or
pulmonary disease.

“l knew they were there, and | assumed they did good work,” he said. “l had no idea how
important their work is.”

He is just one success story that has come out of the past year, since cardiopulmonary rehab
began operating out of its new, up-to-date space at CCH.

A $35 million renovation and expansion project at the hospital has been improving the care and
services CCH provides to patients. Some departments have relocated, including
cardiopulmonary rehab, which moved from the third floor to a new addition on the first floor
last June.
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“Patients enjoy being able to walk right in and not have to travel up three flights of stairs to our
space,” said Lisa Perrin, cardiopulmonary rehab manager.

The new location is just one noticeable change in the department since the move.

Perrin said hospital leadership placed a priority on creating a functional space when designing
the department and using a layout that provides ease of access to the equipment. The design
includes an open-gym concept with treadmills, elliptical machines, stair steppers, bikes, weights
and a walking track for assessments.

The department also has a greeting desk when patients first enter, an enhanced education
room, lockers, a staff workroom and a central nurses’ station that allows staff to monitor
patients.

The entire space benefits from east-facing windows that give exercising patients plenty of light
and a view of the hospital’s child care center.

Better accessibility and the open layout have been highlights for those using cardiopulmonary
rehab. “The patients are amazed and impressed that our hospital has been able to do this,”
Perrin said. “They are in love with how it turned out.”

The department did have to make adjustments during its first year in the new space. It could
not open right away because of the COVID-19 pandemic, so staff continued to virtually work
with patients until it was safe to open.

Many of the people served now are post-COVID patients, like Mary Bonk. Bonk, 83, had heart
surgery in February last year at another hospital. During surgery, she experienced a stroke and
medical staff took her to a rehabilitation hospital, where she contracted COVID-19. In July, she
returned home to Columbus and soon started with cardiopulmonary rehab at CCH.

The twice-a-week sessions over two months helped her recover. “l was only able to walk about
100 feet when | first started,” Bonk said. “When | left, | walked 600 feet without taking a
break.”

She would recommend cardiopulmonary rehab to anyone who needs it. “I love every one of the
staff members,” she said. “They were all very, very good. If you needed anything, they were
right there to help.

Staff design personalized care plans for people who have experienced cardiovascular events,

such as heart attacks and coronary bypass surgery, or pulmonary issues such as chronic
obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD).
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For Howerter, the cardiopulmonary rehab program — along with physical and occupational
therapy — has helped him get back to the life he wanted. He wasn’t sure he would ever feel as
well as he does today after experiencing several COVID-19 complications, including collapsed
lungs.

“l can’t feel sorry for myself,” he said. “That’s the obligation | owe to the people who died from
COVID-19. | made it; they didn’t.”

He still uses oxygen and hasn’t been able to return to patient care. Instead, he is performing
administrative work at the hospital. Without the help he received from cardiopulmonary rehab,
he wouldn’t be close to meeting his goal of being fully active once again.

“The staff was amazing,” Howerter said. “They helped me get back to my regular life. | needed
something like that, because | wouldn’t have done much on my own based on how | felt. |
needed to have a reason to get up and do it.”

Cutlines:

Cardiopulmonary Rehab: The new space for cardiopulmonary rehabilitation at Columbus
Community Hospital opened last June. The department moved from the third floor to the first
floor as part of a renovation and expansion project at the hospital.

IMG_2401: Nurse Merin Koch, right, checks the blood pressure of patient Gordon Specht while
he exercises in cardiopulmonary rehabilitation at Columbus Community Hospital. Primary care
doctors, cardiologists or pulmonologists can refer patients who have experienced
cardiovascular problems or pulmonary issues to cardiopulmonary rehab.

IMG_2421: Nurse Merin Koch, left, adjusts a treadmill for patient Gordon Specht as he
exercises in cardiopulmonary rehabilitation at Columbus Community Hospital. Cardiopulmonary
rehab moved into a new addition on the first floor last June.

IMG_2427: Nurse Alicia Kadavy, left, checks in with patient Sylvia Ridgway in cardiopulmonary
rehabilitation at Columbus Community Hospital. Patients have been using the new
cardiopulmonary rehab space since last June.

IMG_2430: Nurse Grissy Vachal, left, starts patient George Ternus on a treadmill in

cardiopulmonary rehabilitation at Columbus Community Hospital. Cardiopulmonary rehab was
relocated from the third floor to a new addition on the first floor last June.
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IMG_2444: George Ternus, right, exercises under the direction of nurse Alicia Kadavy in
cardiopulmonary rehabilitation at Columbus Community Hospital. Patients and staff have
enjoyed the relocated and redesigned cardiopulmonary rehab department since last June. The
design includes a more functional and accessible space.
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