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A missionary in Tillamook

“OUTSTANDING RURAL PHYSICIANT

aul E. Betlinski, medical
director of the Tillamook
County Health Department
and 1973B graduate of the School of
Medicine, recently accepted the Ore-
gon Primary Care Association’s Outstand-
ing Rural Physicians Award. “This award
was certainly unexpected,” says Dr. Bet-
linski, “yet reaffirming of the core princi-
ples of family practice.”

Missions played a significant role in
Dr. Betlinski’s decision to practice medi-
cine in a rural setting for the past 17
years. Dr. Betlinski and his wife, Carolyn,
a nurse, served at the Kanye Hospital in
Kanye, Botswana, from 1975 to 1978.

“At the time we left for Botswana, 1
had finished my second year in the family
practice residency at Florida Hospital
under the supervision of Raymond O.
West [1952 School of Medicine gradu-
ate],” recalls Dr. Betlinski. “While I was
doing well there, I consciously took
advantage of the new board of family
practice by working overseas instead of
finishing the residency, and ‘grand-
fathered in’ for the examinations. Mis-
sions allowed a freedom of practice not
attainable in the states.”
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Deo F. Fisher (a 1973B graduate of
the School of Medicine) and his family
went to Kanye Hospital with the Betlin-
skis and served at the same time, working
under the medical directorship of Karl
Seligmann, MD, whom they met while
he was completing a cardiology fellowship
at LLUMC.

Drs. Betlinski, Fisher, and Seligmann’s
time was spent practicing the full range
of medicine, with limited laboratory,
surgical, and electrical services. Clinically,
their greatest medical problems were
tuberculosis, measles, and other effects
of malnutrition.

Some of Dr. Betlinski’s fondest memo-
ries are the Kalahari desert trips taken to
visit the rural clinics staffed by nurse mid-
wives, as well as stopping at some of the
local schools to provide medical care.

“It was not unusual to see around 300
patients a day on those trips,” remarks

Dr. Betlinski. “The people were very
appreciative and the country beautiful and
isolated.”

On returning home from serving three
years at Kanye Hospital, the Betlinskis
located near the newly opened Middle-
town (California) Medical Clinic where Dr.
Betlinski substituted temporarily for
another physician. Using this location as
their base, they started researching the
Pacific Northwest for a place to settle.

“After visiting several areas, we came
in contact with Jerry Pogue, then adminis-
trator at Tillamook County General Hos-

pital, and an old classmate from Union
College [in Lincoln, Nebraska],” states
Dr. Betlinski. “He invited us to visit the
valley, but our initial concern was the
high rainfall and damp environment we
expected to find there.”

“We made a trip up at a later date, and
met with the medical staff, church, and
community. We saw the many waterfalls
on the way over and moss on the hotel
roof. Still, we left with a mildly negative
impression,” continues Dr. Betlinski.
“However, when at home and with much
prayer, we filled in our decision matrix,
we were surprised to find Tillamook
number one on our list. When Tillamook
Medical Associates called with an offer to
join them, we accepted.”

Dr. Betlinski started practice in Tilla-
mook, Oregon, in July, 1979, joining Lyle
Mohr (SM’71), William Shawler (SM’73B),
Glen Sayler (SM’74), Raymond Wester-
meyer (SM’75), and Calvin Hill (SM’75),
and remaining there until early 1994.

In 1984, he accepted the position of
contract health officer for two hours a
week. His primary responsibilities were
to be the resource person for staff nurses,
and the clinical consultant for patients
with problems from the Women, Infants
and Children (WIC), family planning,
sexually transmitted diseases (STDs), and
immunization programs. Time and
involvement grew over 11 years, and cul-
minated in his accepting a full-time posi-
tion in October, 1995.
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“In choosing a rural area to live, we
have accomplished many of the things
that were important to us,” states Dr.
Betlinski. “We were able to purchase
some land, and have raised our three chil-
dren, Jeannette, Jon, and Janina, here. We
live in a delightfully natural place with
access to the Portland metro area, and we
have been able to make a contribution to
our church and community.”

Dr. Betlinski wears many hats, and to
him there is no such thing as an average
day. He is medical director for Tillamook
County Health Department, primary
physician in the Health Department’s
Community Health Center, the physician
for Tillamook County Correctional Facility,
and Tillamook’s primary examiner for
Oregon’s Department of Services to Chil-
dren and Families. In the past he has
served as acting medical director for
Tillamook Family Counseling Center and
as 'Tillamook County medical examiner.

“The bulk of my time is in our pri-
mary care clinic seeing clients who are
without health-care insurance, or covered
by the Oregon Health Plan,” says Dr.
Betlinski. “This currently represents
about 67 percent of our patients.”

He continues, “My day usually starts
with hospital rounds followed by a full
clinic, freely interspersed by questions
from the school nurses, WIC staff, a dietit-
ian (who is the primary diabetic consultant
in the county), and the ‘Healthy Families’
nurse, nurse practitioner consults, and stu-
dent nurse practitioner proctoring. I also
respond to questions regarding children
who may have been abused, working in
the related physicals—about three or four
a month—and make court appearances on
their behalf. I perform disability determi-
nation physicals, deal with HIV, STDs,
family planning and immunization issues,
and then try to squeeze in some ‘adminis-
trative’ time.”

Tillamook County Health Department
clinics had been, until about 18 months
ago, staffed by private-practice physicians
on a part-time basis, with much of that
time donated voluntarily. Because physi-
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Tillamook County Hospital is where Dr. Betlinski usually starts his day. This is the main
hospital for the 5,000 residents of Tillamook, Oregon.

cians were few in Tillamook, they could
not continue to provide such coverage
and fulfill duties at their own offices. The
establishment of the Community Health
Center provided funds for Dr. Betlinski to
become a full-time staff member.

Tillamook County Health Department
has a long history of interest community’s
health. With many of the children without
health insurance, a multi-modular health
examination program was established. For
the past 30 years this program has offered
an extensive preschool exam to children of
the county between the ages of three and
six years at no cost to the parents.

"T'he program is coordinated through
the local educational services district and
includes optometric, audiologic, nutri-
tional, dietary, developmental, speech,
dental and safety screening. It brings
together local agencies, volunteers, the
Health Department, Oregon Health Sci-
ences University School of Medicine,
Pacific University School of Optometry,
the Lions Club, local physicians and
nurse practitioners, as well as others that
provide services to about 300 of Tillam-
ook County’s children each year.

“We have also attempted to tackle the
problem of teen pregnancy in a somewhat
conservative community and were recently
recognized for the significant reduction
obtained through a multi-factorial partner-
ship approach,” remarks Dr. Betlinski.
T'hrough the efforts of a small concerned
group of people, despite constraints,
Tillamook County dramatically reduced
its teenage pregnancy rate between 1990
and 1994. Focusing on females under
the age of 18, pregnancy rates were cut
by 75 percent in four years. In 1990,
Tillamook County’s teenage pregnancy
rate, 24 per 1,000 teen girls age 10 to
17, was one of the highest in Oregon.

By 1994, the rate in Tillamook had
dropped to the lowest in the state, seven
per 1,000.

With a significant economic crunch in
the coastal county, an increasing percentage
of the population was having difficulty
accessing medical care. “The Health
Department applied for federal grant
money to establish a community health
center, a process which took more than
three years,” Dr. Betlinski says. “This has
allowed us to focus on people with health-
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