Memoir of ANOTHER Terminated Desert Healthcare District CEO

Gosh, where do I begin? And what form of writing do I use? At first, I thought, Satire…an art form that uses humor, irony, and exaggeration not just to entertain, but to provoke thought, expose corruption, and inspire social or moral reform. However, this is a serious, not humorous, situation, so a Memoir, a narrative of real-life events, appears more fitting.

Perhaps a bit of history to begin. I, Chris Christensen, had the very good fortune of being hired as the Controller of the Desert Healthcare District & Foundation (District) in October 2014. I learned about the position via Donna Craig, the district’s veteran Chief Program Officer, for which I am forever grateful. I had no idea what would lie ahead.

The District desired to recruit a Certified Public Accountant (CPA) for the Controller position, as the long-time Chief Financial Officer (CFO) was planning to retire within two years allowing the Controller to advance into the CFO position. By February 2015, the CFO retired and I was promoted to Chief Financial Officer until September 2019. At which time, I was promoted to Chief Administration Officer (CAO), until the later promotion to full-time Chief Executive Officer (CEO) June 2024.

During my 12 years of District service, I have served as Interim CEO three separate times, all while maintaining my full-time roles of CFO or CAO. 

Significant Accomplishments

During my tenure at the District, I had the pleasure of playing a role in significant District accomplishments.

1. The 2018 District Expansion - Assemblymember Eduardo Garcia’s AB 2414 allowed for the expansion of the District boundaries beyond Cook Street to include the entire Coachella Valley east and south to the Salton Sea. The assemblymember believed it was important for the funding and access to services the District provides, to serve residents of the entire Coachella Valley. Unfortunately, the expansion did not allow for additional property tax revenues to come from the expanded area, only from property taxes of residents west of Cook Street. The County of Riverside and local lawmakers did not support efforts by the District to gain the additional needed revenues. As a result, all grants, sponsorships, programs and access to services, such as the District’s mobile medical clinic program, are primarily funded by the property tax revenues coming from residents of the District west of Cook Street.

2. Measure AA – the new 30- year hospital lease with asset transfer in 2057. The lease negotiations began in 2018. Over the several year process, the District conducted 11 community engagement forums across the valley to educate and inform district residents. This was a critical and decisive negotiation effort that culminated in 2024 with a successful negotiated lease purchase agreement (LPA) between the District and Tenet, supported by over 72% of voters. The new LPA produces not only $650M in lease/purchase payments over the next 30 years, but also eliminates the District’s hospital seismic retrofit responsibility estimated at over $220M. This allows the District to expand its efforts and resources to provide access to healthcare services across the valley, which will supplement the property tax revenue.

3. FY 2027-2031 Strategic Plan – The District recently adopted its new 5-year strategic plan at its May 2026 Board of Directors meeting. District staff vetted several consulting firms and ultimately recommended Sowen, Inc. to the Board to lead the process and plan development.  Over the course of 10 months, the District conducted 8 community engagement forums across the valley to educate, inform and to gather resident’s input on the development of the strategic plan. Several internal and public Board workshops  were conducted to complete the plan development, along with a financial planning model to manage the financial resources into perpetuity.

4. Property Tax Revenue Enhancement - Just prior to the CEO’s termination, recent planning discussions were in progress between the CEO and Riverside County Supervisor, V. Manuel Perez, to explore ways to develop revenue sources from the east valley that were excluded during the 2018 district expansion. I hope these efforts continue, as this is an important key to the future funding of the District to benefit all District residents.

CEO Promotion - 2024

During the latter part of the prior CEO’s tenure, an investigation uncovered unethical activities for which the prior CEO was ultimately terminated in September 2023. The termination was a 4-3 split vote. Although all seven directors were provided evidence of the unethical issues, President Kimberly Barraza and Director Leticia De Lara were two of the three directors who voted to retain the CEO.

It was also learned the prior CEO was making disparaging remarks about Donna Craig and me to directors and community members that Donna and I were both unethical and racist. The prior CEO was also attempting to fire both Donna and me. This can be confirmed by the District’s legal counsel.

As a result of the three prior CEO terminations, I felt a desire and responsibility, even with the insecurity of the prior CEO history, to step up and apply for the position. I believed if the Board had enough confidence to appoint me interim CEO three separate times over the previous years, they would consider me for the full-time position.

Through the recruitment process and after the first round of interviews, I was grateful to be selected as one of two finalists for the position. A second round of interviews was to be scheduled by the Board. However, 4 weeks later and still no scheduled interview, the second candidate dropped out. The normal process, in my opinion, would be to consider offering the position to the remaining candidate…me. However, some directors desired to invite back a candidate who had already been excluded after the first round of interviews. Some directors also suggested beginning a new recruitment process, while I continued as the interim CEO and while continuing to fulfill my duties as CAO. Some directors took no consideration for the taxing effects on me serving both roles. 

Through communications with Board President, Evett PerezGil, and District legal counsel, I requested the Board meet to determine what they were going to do, as I believed it to be inappropriate to leave me hanging, several weeks later, without a decision.

A series of special Board meetings were scheduled to confirm a resolution. 2 Board members were out of town and could participate remotely, but only if a quorum of at least 4 directors were physically present. 5 board members were in the area, which shouldn’t have been a problem. However, right before the meetings, 2 of the 3 directors who voted to not terminate the previous CEO, conveniently were unable to attend, leaving less than a quorum. It was apparent the directors were playing games.

In an effort to avoid the manipulated delay tactics and to successfully conduct a Board meeting to include an action item to vote to promote me to the CEO position, the 2 directors who were out of town were required to fly back to Palm Springs to ensure a quorum would be present. The Board vote for the promotion action was 5-1 in favor of the promotion. Director De Lara voted no, citing personal reasons, and Director Barraza was absent.

CEO Board Relations 

My two years as full-time CEO included rewards, as well as challenges. The challenges typically included CEO and Board member relations. Examples follow.

Sponsoring Institution and Medical Residency Programs – 
One such relationship issue I’m reminded of was during a public Board meeting in April or May of 2025. The CEO and staff’s responsibilities include identifying ideas to recommend to the Board for consideration. Then, the CEO/staff follow the direction of the Board to execute or not. 

The District had previously commissioned a feasibility study for Graduate Medical Education residency programs and the possibility of the Board considering the District becoming a Sponsoring Institution (SI) to oversee medical residency programs. With the upcoming strategic planning process, Donna Craig and I completed further research to determine if the District could become a Sponsoring Institution. A Letter of Interest was submitted to the Accreditation Council of Graduate Medical Education (ACGME), at no expense to the District. Confirmation was received that the District could, in fact, become a sponsoring institution. 

This was a very important piece of information for the Board of Directors to understand, as it was anticipated the District would include (and ultimately did include) workforce development and access to primary, specialty and behavioral healthcare services. With the District as a sponsoring institution, the District would oversee and potentially fund multiple residency programs with local partner organizations, including Federally Qualified Health Centers (Innercare, DAP Health, St Johns), Desert Care Network, Eisenhower Health, and others.  The District, as a sponsoring institution, would employ a Designated Institutional Official and other staff to oversee multiple residency programs, including family medicine, internal medicine, behavioral health and other specialty care programs.

At the Board meeting, Director Barraza not only spoke negatively about the District becoming a sponsoring institution, but verbally attacked and reprimanded both the CEO and the then, Board President, Carole Rogers for inappropriately doing research on the subject because it was not Board directed. This was very inappropriate.

It was later learned the prior District CEO had made contact with Directors Barraza, De Lara, and Rodriguez to influence their decision to decline any further progress by staff on the District’s potential oversight of residency programs. 

It was also evident and known by Directors at the time that Innercare had applied for a $5M grant from the District to start a rural teaching health center family medicine residency program that would provide several hundred thousand dollars of compensation to the prior terminated District CEO who would be the Designated Institutional Official of their organization.  

The concept of the rural family medicine residency was good, but the grant application required significant vetting. Instead, Director Barraza and Rodriguez, who serve on the District’s Program Committee, voted to recommend approval for the full Board for the unmodified $5M. Only Director PerezGil, the other director on the Program Committee, recognized and voiced concerns of the grant request as presented. Director Logsdon, a cardiovascular surgeon and with knowledge of residency programs, along with other directors voiced concerns of the grant request during the Board of Directors meeting.

As a result of these concerns, the District engaged the services of Germane Solutions, a Graduate Medical Education consulting firm, with expertise in assessing the grant application and guiding the Board on such a large grant. Following a few study sessions and valuable guidance, the grant was awarded for approximately $3M and excluded the District’s funds compensating the prior District’s CEO.

The final assessment – Directors Barraza, Rodriguez, and De Lara, who serves on the Innercare Board of Directors, were a part of directing staff to discontinue research on the District becoming a Sponsoring Institution that could oversee multiple residency programs and any funding the District provides to the programs, in favor of encouraging a $5M grant that would provide several hundred thousand dollars of compensation to the terminated CEO of the District who is to be the Designated Institutional Official for Innercare. The directors pushed aside a wiser internal program. The due diligence process saved taxpayers more than $2M of unnecessary funding, in addition to not compensating a former terminated CEO over a three-year period.

Note: All details can be confirmed via publicly recorded Board and Committee meetings on DHCD.org.

Board President Individual Directives to the CEO -  
Board Policy – BOD-02 – Appointment and Duties of Board Officers, Section 2.4. states “The President has no authority to supervise or direct the Chief Executive Officer. The President has no more authority than any other Board members.” This is to avoid individual directors supervising or directing the CEO without discussion in a public meeting with direction from the full Board.

However, shortly after Director Barraza became Board President in December 2025, President Barraza emailed various directives to me. I, respectfully, responded with Board policy BOD-02 and referenced Section 2.4. This resulted in confrontational phone conversations. 

My email responses included carbon copies to District’s legal counsel. Shortly following these exchanges, legal counsel sent a memo via email to the Board of Directors and me. The memo instructed the directors that this type of individual supervision and direction could be determined to be harassment of a public employee.

Yet, on many occasions, District’s legal counsel informed me the Board President can do just about anything without recourse.

Note: A Public Records Request has been made for the referenced emails and memo. At the time of this writing, the documents have not been received.  

Board Governance and Culture of Inclusion - 
In my opinion, over the years, the Board has experienced governance issues, which is evident in an organization that has a history of terminating CEO’s every few years. The District has worked with Larry Walker, of The Walker Company, to guide the Board with improving its governance issues. The District has also worked with Activate Inclusion to assist in improving a culture of inclusion amongst the Board and staff separately, as well as together. These efforts have been conducted over the past 3-4 years.

It has been difficult scheduling the Board workshops due to individual director’s schedules, etc. However, it is important for all directors to attend and to participate to benefit from the critical work. 

At a March 2, 2026 Board Governance workshop, several of the director’s and CEO’s relationship concerns were discussed in a recorded session found at the following DHCD link. https://dhcd.community.diligentoneplatform.com/document/17297/?splitscreen=true&media=true

At the May 21, 2026 Board Governance Workshop, Mr. Walker provided recommendations for the Board to consider as the District’s new 5-year strategic plan is going to require shifts in how the Board should lead in the future, governance standards to ensure strategic plan success, and personal skills required for director’s success in leading strategic success.

This was a very informative and essential workshop for all 7 directors to attend. Staff repeatedly encouraged the importance of attendance at these workshops and attendance had been confirmed by all directors. Unfortunately, both President Barraza and Director Logsdon chose not to attend. It is my opinion, these selfish actions of opting out of critical meetings, are part of the reason the District Board continues with dysfunction and lack of cohesion in their governance.

CEO Performance Evaluations

Per District policy, BOD-17, the CEO receives an annual performance evaluation to be completed by the anniversary date. In my case, per Section 8 of my employment agreement, “The District Board shall provide a written evaluation of Employee annually on June 1.”

2025 Annual Performance Evaluation – 
The format of the evaluation process includes the CEO providing accomplishments of their goals and accomplishments, which were successfully completed. The directors receive this and other information to use to complete an individual evaluation form with scoring, comments and requested goals for next year. The District’s legal counsel follows up with assembling a summary of the 7 director’s average scores, comments and requested goals.

The intent of the summary is so each director’s individual evaluations remain somewhat anonymous. I believe this is inappropriate, as the CEO should understand from each director how he/she is scoring the CEO and for the CEO to have opportunity to respond to comments. The summary assessment is too easy for directors to hide behind their individual bias without any accountability.  

For my first year as the full-time CEO, I was pleased with my overall scores. However, I was very concerned with a few comments that questioned ethics and integrity, all while being vague and not providing specifics to support the comments. 

I was shocked and appalled by these comments, as it was the first I’d heard about any of these concerns. I had performed as the CEO the entire year and this is the first I’m learning of these comments and concerns.

I knew immediately who had written the comments. Director Kimberly Barraza, because I recognized her writing. While in a closed session Board meeting with the directors related to my performance evaluation, I requested, while looking directly at Director Barraza, that justification should be provided for the comments or they should be removed. Questioning someone’s ethics and integrity in a performance evaluation is completely inappropriate, if the allegations are unsubstantiated. Director Barraza, all other directors, and legal counsel completely ignored my request. One other director commented that if there were truly ethics violations, they would have been addressed. This indicated to me there were no ethics violations and the comments should have been removed. 

However, I asked District legal counsel, Jeff Scott, several times and in the presence of all directors for Director Barraza to either provide specifics, so that I could make any necessary corrections, or remove the false and slanderous comments. Mr. Scott indicated that a director can make any comment they want, even without justification, and it would not be removed from a public employee’s performance evaluation. 

Director Barraza acknowledged at a later date that it was in fact her who had made the comments.

Interim Mid-Year Evaluations – 
During the 2025 evaluation, the Board appointed a 2-member ad hoc committee consisting of the Board President and Vice President to conduct two interim mid-year evaluations. This would allow for the ad hoc committee to assess the progress of my goals and objectives and provide feedback on my performance during the year, so there would not be surprises for my annual evaluation. I was and still am very receptive to and appreciative of this process.

October 2025 Mid-Year Evaluation –
For the first of two interim evaluations, I met with President Carole Rogers, Vice President Greg Rodriguez, and District legal counsel, Jeff Scott. I provided updates on my accomplishments related to my goals and objectives. We had productive discussion and comments were made on how well the strategic planning was progressing and compliments on Sowen’s development of the strategic plan.

March 2026 Mid-Year Evaluation –
The second interim evaluation, included President Kimberly  Barraza, Vice President Rodriguez, and District legal counsel, Jeff Scott. I provided progress updates on my goals and objectives. I’d expressed concerns about the communication issues between President Barraza and me. I also asked for feedback and input on any improvements. President Barraza’s response was that she would reserve her feedback and comments for my annual evaluation.  To me, this defeated the purpose of the interim evaluations.

2026 Annual Performance Evaluation - 
I was concerned about the length of time the 2025 performance evaluation took, so it was important to me to establish an approved timeline for completion. Since my anniversary date is June 1, I worked with legal counsel, Jeff Scott, to establish a timeline that would allow for completion of my evaluation by May 26, 2026. This also included completion of an addendum to the employment agreement upon successful completion of the evaluation.

      Approved Timeline: APPROVED BY PRESIDENT BARRAZA
· March 25, 2026 – CEO provides Goal and Objectives Accomplishments and all other materials to legal counsel, which are submitted to the directors.
· April 21, 2026 – Directors complete individual evaluation forms with comments and returns to legal counsel to complete summary report.
· April 28, 2026  Board of Directors meeting – Board meets in closed session to review the summary evaluation report with recommended goals for 2026-2027.
· April 29, 2026 – CEO receives evaluation and is allowed time for review and comments and to finalize goals.
· May 26, 2026 – Assuming successful completion of the annual performance evaluation, an addendum to the employment agreement including potential compensation increase and/or time extension.

       Approved Timeline with Actual Progress in Blue
· March 25, 2026 – CEO provides Goal and Objectives Accomplishments and all other materials to legal counsel, which are submitted to the directors. CEO provided all materials. Legal Counsel submitted to all directors.
· April 21, 2026 – Directors complete individual evaluation forms with comments and returns to legal counsel to complete summary report. Legal counsel verbally confirms with me that all individual director evaluation forms had not been received from the directors for summary consolidation.
· April 28, 2026  Board of Directors meeting – Board meets in closed session to review the summary evaluation report with recommended goals for 2026-2027. 
· The Board met in closed session regarding the CEO performance evaluation. Legal counsel informed me the directors were not prepared to complete the evaluation and continued the evaluation to a future date. 
· May 7, 2026 – The Board met in closed session regarding the CEO performance evaluation. The Board decided to create a 3-member ad hoc committee (revised from the prior year’s 2-member ad hoc committee) to review the final evaluation prior to submitting to me. In addition to the Board President and Vice President, President Barraza would assign the third director to the committee.
· Immediately following the May 7th Board meeting, I received a disturbing call from Director Dan Logsdon. He told me two things:
1. There could be an investigation, and YOU do not want that!! However, he would not share what an investigation would be regarding. I informed Director Logsdon I was not concerned about an investigation, as I have nothing to hide or to be concerned about. However, it was bothersome that he wouldn’t share what an investigation would be about.
2. I would be presented my evaluation soon, but there were some things I wouldn’t like. He indicated I could not respond anyway negatively to these things and I could not speak negatively about President Barraza. 
· I thought about the call afterwards. I was trying to understand if Director Logsdon was trying to intimidate me. This was uncommon, as I normally would receive a call from legal counsel, not an individual director with intimidating instructions. 
· May 15, 2026 – Mr. Scott informed me, after several attempts to contact President Barraza following the May 7th meeting, President Barraza finally assigns Director Carole Rogers to the ad hoc committee.
· May 21, 2026 – After attempting to schedule an ad hoc committee meeting as soon as possible, Mr. Scott informed me he’s attempting schedule an ad hoc committee that evening following the Board Governance workshop. Since President Barraza was absent, a Zoom meeting was scheduled with the ad hoc Committee the following day, May 22. This meeting was to obtain the 3 director’s approval for releasing the completed evaluation to me. 
· May 22, 2026 – Mr. Scott informed me the ad hoc committee meeting was conducted. However, President Barraza was absent. I was informed that both Vice President Rodriguez and Director Rogers had approved the release of the evaluation report and also would be supportive of recommending to the full Board a 5% increase and a one-year extension to my employment agreement. However, he must obtain the third approval by President Barraza. 
· This ad hoc committee meeting was critical to the process, as Director Rodriguez was leaving the country for 3 weeks beginning May 25, 2026 and would not be available until his return. This would mean the evaluation would be delayed until his return since he is on the ad hoc committee.
· I informed Mr. Scott I was feeling frustrated by the intentional rescheduling, neglected meetings, and delays to the process. I informed him I was prepared to make a public statement at the May 26, 2026 Board meeting, if I did not receive an update on the evaluation. 
· Mr. Scott indicated he would attempt to obtain President Barraza’s approval over the Memorial holiday weekend, which President Barraza did not return any calls.
· April 29, 2026 – CEO receives evaluation and is allowed time for review and comments and to finalize goals. This step was not accomplished.
· May 26, 2026 – Assuming successful completion of the annual performance evaluation, an addendum to the employment agreement including potential compensation increase and/or time extension.
· Unfortunately, this approved date of completion by President Barraza for my performance evaluation was missed. 
· Since two months had passed since the beginning of the CEO performance evaluation, I believed it was time to express myself at a public Board meeting, as any attempts by Mr. Scott and the Board of Directors was not accomplishing the completion of my performance review. At this point, with Director Rodriguez away until mid-June, for the ad hoc committee or Board of Directors to convene another performance evaluation meeting, would be late June.
· I expressed honestly and as diplomatically as I felt possible under the circumstances. I spoke of ethics and integrity and how these were important to me, as they should be to anyone. I expressed concerns about the evaluation process. I expressed concerns of lack of respect and professionalism and feelings of harassment of a public employee. I also expressed that I preferred to maintain my integrity, and that trust and respect are earned, not demanded. I was not expecting termination.

Termination 
May 26, 2026 – 
Well, following the public Board meetings, the Board conducted a closed session relating to the CEO Performance Evaluation. I received a call from Mr. Scott shortly following the Report After Closed Session, informing me the Board unanimously voted to terminate my employment. 

Following months of intimidating, disrespectful and harassing actions by President Barraza and other directors, the Board unanimously felt it was the right time to go the termination route. Granted, it is the Board’s prerogative to terminate at anytime for no cause per the employment agreement. 

However, it was interesting that 4 days prior on May 22, 2026 at the ad hoc committee meeting (the meeting that President Barraza failed to attend), Directors Rogers and Rodriguez had indicated to Mr. Scott their approval of submitting the performance review to me and also would be supportive of a 5% compensation increase and 1-year extension to my employment agreement. I wonder, did the Board determine following my public statement that I would not compromise my integrity, it was best to terminate my employment.

During the call following the closed session with Mr. Scott, I was offered almost $50,000 of public funds, if I would meet him at the office the next morning and sign some documents. I indicated I was not interested in signing any documents. I met Mr. Scott at the office on the morning of May 27, 2027. I was offered almost $100,000 of public funds to sign a non-disclosure agreement that would prevent me from speaking out against the activities of the District and the Board of Directors. I believed this to be “hush money”, to attempt to keep me from speaking further. I declined.

That same day, a public announcement was made regarding my termination that indicated the Board unanimously rejected the false allegations made in my public statement. 

I had already spoken out about harassment concerns of a public employee in a public Board meeting. Followed by my employment termination by a unanimous vote of the Board. I was offered not only $50,000, but almost $100,000 to sign a non-disclosure agreement. Then, a public statement rejecting the truth of my public statement. This all appears to be damage control efforts as part of a cover-up. And I still did not receive my performance evaluation.

Recruiting a New CEO - 2026

Unfortunately, District’s CEOs have a short shelf life prior to termination, garnering the District to be termed “toxic” by the previous personnel recruitment firm. I am the 4th consecutive CEO to be terminated in 11 years. 

Recruitment to fill the vacancy may be a challenge, as candidates must consider the dynamics of the Board of Directors, staff, and execution of a new 5-year strategic plan.

The execution of the strategic plan will require growth, adding several new staff members and possible role changes. I had already experienced internal staff complaints of how the organizational roles may change. Some employees may not be a good fit. 

An office move is imminent as the current office space will not accommodate the increased staffing need.  Will the Board be able to be supportive of an appropriate property purchase, as they were not in alignment with efforts to purchase the perfect property for the future of the District. As a result of the dysfunction, the District lost out on a perfect opportunity.

There will also be challenges of managing the financial resources of the District with $75M in the bank and the first $100M installment (May 2027) of the $650M hospital lease revenue. Directors will be expected to follow the strategic plan. Yet, history has indicated individual directors press for their personal agendas of how the funds will be spent and how rapidly the funds will be spent. This could cause continued dysfunction.

Another challenge will be dealing with the ever-problematic issue of the property tax revenue…West vs East. With the disparity of tax revenue from one side of the District to the other and with east valley directors continuously encouraging more and more funds being spent in the east, will possibly add to the political divide and dysfunction of the District. I’m hoping lawmakers will be able to make change.

I sincerely hope the District will succeed with implementing the strategic plan. However, with the dysfunction of the Board and the challenge ahead to recruit a CEO who is not continuously concerned about the security of their job, I fear the strategic plan is in jeopardy of failing. 

My Next Chapter

I am very proud of my accomplishments during my 12 years at the District. There were many rewards of my career at the District. It is unfortunate I will be unable to continue to serve the District and the residents of the District. I will also miss not having the opportunity to implement the robust strategic plan that staff and the directors worked so hard and long to develop.

However, I feel I can leave the District and Foundation with my head held high. Through some challenging times, I maintained my ethics and integrity for which I am proud. Even if it meant losing my job, no one can take my ethics and integrity. 
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