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MICHAEL GARDNER MAY BE THE RECENTLY APPOINTED 
CEO OF COMMUNITY HEALTH, VERMONT’S LARGEST FED-
ERALLY QUALIFIED HEALTH CENTER (FQHC), BUT HE HAS 
BEEN AROUND SINCE ITS ORIGINS.

“I’ve been with Community Health since 2004 when the 
hospital used to operate three offices in West Pawlet, Castleton 
and Brandon,” said Gardner. “For many years they were part 
of the hospital umbrella and were losing a lot of money on the 
primary care side.” 

He estimates that they were losing approximately three mil-
lion dollars a year. “They couldn’t sustain that, so they looked 
into forming an FQHC,” he explained.

An FQHC receives grants through the federal government. 
As such, Community Health receives enhanced Medicare and 
Medicaid reimbursements; this population accounts for over 
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50 percent of their patients. 
Community Health also receives 

malpractice insurance from the 
federal government and a grant to 
support their mission. Back in 2004, 
the grant was for $650,000. Over 
the years, as Community Health has 
grown, so has the grant to where it is 
now approximately $2.7 million. The 
grant covers Community Health’s 
sliding fee program that helps with 
free care for certain patients based 
on their income status. In 2021-2022, 
Garner anticipates that to be around 

three quarters of a million dollars in 
free or discounted care; much of the 
money goes to their dental practice.   

In 2004, Community Health formed 
a board of directors and proceeded 
to apply for FQHC status. They were 
approved in May 2006. When they 
started, they were relatively small with 
approximately 40 employees in three 
locations. Today, they have over 400 
employees in nine locations. “We’ve 
become the number-one provider of 
primary care and behavioral health 
and we have a big dental presence. 

The organization has grown tremen-
dously and over the years that growth 
and the FQHC status has put us where 
we are completely independent of 
needing support from the hospital,” 
said Gardner.

Gardner calls Community Health “a 
financially strong organization. We 
are continuing to grow based on what 
we determined the needs are for the 
community,” he said. 

A recent needs assessment put den-
tal, behavioral health, and geriatric 
care at the top of their needs. Recent-
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ly, Community Health purchased the 
19,000-square-foot, former U.S. For-
est Service building on North Main 
Street in Rutland. They are planning 
to recruit additional providers and 
expand their behavioral health ser-
vices. In addition, they are devoting 
a section of the building to geriatric 
primary care. In essence, Gardner 
describes a two-pronged approach to 
caring for the elderly: achieving bet-
ter care for the population and lower-
ing cost by keeping them out of the 
ER, hospital, or nursing home. “We 
are finding the challenge isn’t just 
the health care needs of the patient, 
but really the whole family. How do 
you deal with your older population, 
your parents, when they get to be 
that certain age?” he said.       

In addition to geriatric care, Com-
munity Health has also addressed 
dental care by adding a new pedi-
atric dental practice complete with 
a pediatric dentist and a pediatric 
hygienist. Gardner noted that Com-
munity Health has also put resources 
into its Care Management Program. 
“Ten years ago, when a patient would 
get sick, they would come and see 
our primary care providers and we 
would try to treat them for the needs 
that they had that day. We really 
didn’t have the resources to follow 
that patient on a daily basis when the 
patient had questions and problems,” 
he said.  

Today, Community Health has 20 
care managers who can reach out to 
patients. “We are proactive in reach-
ing out to patients to make sure they 
are going to their referrals and are 
taking their medications. We can call 
them up and check in on them or vice 
versa, they can call us up with any 
problems that they are having. It’s an 
extra resource for the patient.”

Community Health is now a part-
ner with OneCare Vermont, which 

takes a more proactive approach to 
health care. While the fee-for-service 
model remains, a more proactive and 
preventative approach not only helps 
in keeping a patient healthier, but in 
the long run can help in lowering the 
cost of health care. “Because we have 
electronic medical records, we have 
a lot of data on our patients. We can 

run reports about patients that are di-
abetic and haven’t had their A1C test 
done in a year. We can reach out to 
them and recommend that they come 
in and get their testing done. We try 
to use the data that we have and the 
resources that we have to come at a 
more preventative approach to keep-
ing our patients healthy and not just 
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take care of them when they are sick,” 
said Gardner

Tracy Upton, Director of Clinical 
Services, and Andrea Wicher, Direc-
tor of Population Health and Quality, 
mention a couple of other Community 
Health initiatives. For example, Com-
munity Health’s pediatric practice has 
been holding weekly COVID vaccine 

clinics since the vaccine was approved 
for the under-12 population. “The ini-
tial response was very positive,” said 
Wicher. These clinics continue on an 
as-needed basis.

Also, last year Community Health 
began its inaugural quality staff 
incentive plan. “We provide bonuses 
to staff for meeting quality measures,” 

Wicher explained. “The incentive 
measures are on prevention and inter-
vention for patients. We’re saying that 
we will help support and encourage 
staff who focus on that.”

Community Health has also been 
working in collaboration with Come 
Alive Outside in sponsoring 100 
patients in the NatureRx program. 

Patients receive access to a health 
coach to support getting people 
outside “in the hopes that we will see 
some health outcomes improve for 
patients with depression, anxiety, 
or a poorly controlled A1C,” Wicher 
said. They also have worked in col-
laboration with the Farmacy Project 
in prescribing Food As Medicine for 
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their patients. 
Gardner came on board as CFO 

when Community Health was 
formed. He praises then CEO Grant 
Whitmer, calling him “a visionary 
with a great mind for business and 
health care.” Whitmer built the orga-
nization, making it financially viable 
and increasing its footprint. Unfortu-
nately, he had to retire in 2019 when 
he was hit with his own major health 
issue. At that time, Gardner filled 
in as CEO on an interim basis. They 
brought in a CEO from the outside 
who served for 18 months. When that 
didn’t work, Gardner filled in for an-
other six months, recently being hired 
full-time in January. “I went through 
a period where I moved from the CFO 

mindset to the CEO mindset,” he said. 
“I’ve grown a lot and I’ve learned a 
lot.”

As CEO, Gardner says he looks 
at four categories, all of which are 
equally important: financial, quality 
of care, the experience of the patient, 
and the experience of our providers 
and our staff. 

Gardner credits Community 
Health’s Chief Medical Officer Dr. 
Bradley Berryhill with helping pro-
vide insight into the other three 
categories beyond financial. “I look to 
the experts on the team to make sure 
we are putting the proper resources 
there,” he said.

Community Health recently re-
ceived an award from the federal 

government for being in the top 20 
percent of FQHCs in the country 
regarding quality measures. Com-
munity Health also tracks patient 
satisfaction monthly. One of the big-
gest struggles for Community Health 
and for the nation right now is 
recruitment. “It’s extremely competi-
tive and extremely hard nationwide 
to find providers and support staff, 
so we are really focused on that this 
year,” Gardner said. 

Overall, Gardner relates that being 
Community Health’s new CEO “has 
been challenging, but it has also been 
fun. It’s rewarding that the organiza-
tion is thriving and we’ve got really 
good plans for the future.” 
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