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Blood pressure and blood sugar screening:Meridian Home Health Care is
sponsoring free screenings from 9 to 10:30 a.m. on the first Friday and second
Tuesday of each month, Feb. 1 and 12, at The Salvation Army, 1710 S. Seventh
Ave., St. Charles. The screenings are open to all. Learn more at 630-377-2769.

Twelve years ago, Dr.
Brian Tonner and Dr. Gary
Ahasic started a Dentist
with a Heart, a program
to provide free dental care
for those who otherwise
wouldn’t receive it.
“(We) came up with the

idea because of the need in
our community,” said Aha-
sic, who along with Ton-
ner, practice at Fairview
Dental in Aurora. “Statisti-
cally, less than 50 percent
of people see a dentist on a
regular basis. While many
employers provide dental
insurance, and the state
provides dental treatment
for those on public aid, we
were aware that many in-
dividuals or families would
slip through the cracks.”
Since 2001, Dentist with

a Heart has provided more
than 7,000 patients with
more than $1 million in free
dental services. And this
year, more than 72 dentists
will donate their time and
services.
Tonner said the story is

not about “the numbers.”
“The story is about the

family of five without dental
insurance who show up ev-
ery year at 5 a.m. to make
sure their kids get a dental
exam and cleaning,” the
dentist said. “(It’s) about
the young man who hadn’t
been to the dentist in years
due to lack of money; his
visit (led to a diagnosis) of
oral cancer and later treat-
ment saved his life. The
story is about a 6-year-old
boy who doesn’t speak Eng-
lish, and can’t sleep or pay
attention in school because
of an abscessed tooth.”
The American Academy

of Pediatrics recommends

children have their first
dental visit by age 1. For
many families, that’s not
a possibility, which is why
Tonner said the need for
a program like this is so
great.
“We have seen people

in desperate need of basic
dental care,” Tonner said.
“State dental plans for the
underserved have been
severely underfunded for
years.”
Sue Rahn of the Aurora

Children’s Dental Services
agrees.
“Dental care is most

often something that is
pushed to the bottom of
the list of priorities when
you are trying to make your
dollars stretch,” said Rahn,
who volunteers to coordi-
nate logistics and get the
word out regarding the an-
nual event.
“We are able to provide

treatment to many of these
families who might do with-
out dental care if this event
were not available each
year.”
And Rahn said, for area

residents, it’s a simple as
showing up at a participat-
ing dentist office on the day
of service.
“A common concern

among potential patients is
that they will be required to
demonstrate need by veri-
fying income; there aren’t
any eligibility require-
ments,” Rahn said. “Some-
times people think that this
sounds too good to be true;
they think there must be a
catch, and it can’t really be
free. It is!”
Dentist with a Heart will

take place throughout the
month of February, and
detailed information on

BY JANE DONAHUE
For The Beacon-News

Dentistswith heart
help those in need

To fight ovarian cancer,
the Ovarian Cancer Symp-
tom Awareness Organization
is hoping that veterinarians
and pets just might save the
lives of their owners.
On Jan. 25, a new Veteri-

nary Outreach Program was
launched at the Gateway Vet-
erinary Clinic in St. Charles
and ownerDr. KurtKlepitsch
became the first member of
the program, a joint effort
that partners the OCSA with
the Illinois State Veterinary
Medical Association.
According to Peter Weber,

executive director of the IS-
VMA, many veterinarians
report that pet owners who
talk with them about their
pet’s health issues are often
more forthcoming about
their own health problems.
Klepitsch, 49, confirmed pet
owners frequently talk about
health issues beyond those
related to their animal.
“I’ve been here since 1990,

and over the course of time,
you develop personal rela-
tionships with a lot of own-
ers, and they tell you a lot of
things about themselves and
vice-versa,” Klepitsch said.
“There is a lot of give and
take, and I’d say conversa-
tions about someone’s health
or that of a child or relative
are at least a weekly thing.”
Klepitsch noted that a

lot more women are get-
ting involved in veterinary
medicine, which might help
female pet owners open up
more about health issues.
“I never envisioned there

being something like this to-
day, but hopefully a lot of peo-
ple will join this program and
help get the message out,” he
said. “My feeling is that this
has to be a subtle thing. Vets
are very busy folks, but if we
hear things, we want people

to know where they can get
more help, and if we just
reach some of the people,
that will be a positive thing.
I hope this programwill have
some legs.”
About 30 people gathered

in the Gateway waiting room
as a number of officials con-
nected with the program
spoke. A representative
from Gov. Pat Quinn’s office,
Dr. Brenda Jones, who also
serves as the deputy director
for the Illinois Department
of Health’s office of women’s
health, offered support for
the program.
“We want to be part of this

movement that helps women
and makes them aware of
this disease, and we support
this initiative that gives an
opportunity for education
for women in the state of Il-
linois,” Jones said.
Another woman who ex-

pressed hope for the pro-
gram was Vallie Szymanski
of St. Charles, who serves
as the executive director of

OCSA and has been a client
of Dr. Klepitsch for 20 years.
She said Klepitsch has taken
care of her cats and dogs
and that she has had many
conversations about human
health issues with him dur-
ing that time.
“I frequently have talked

with Dr. Klepitsch about a
number of issues after he
was done examining one of
my pets so as to not interrupt
him, and while he never pre-
tended to be a medical doc-
tor, he’d often suggest that I
have certain things checked
out,” Szymanski said.
“My father was a vet and

lived in a rural area where
there aren’t a lot of doctors
all the time, and vets are of-
ten sought out for medical
advice. But here, they can get
help.”
Peter Weber, executive

director of the Illinois State
Veterinary Medical Associa-
tion, was on hand Friday and
noted that “symptom aware-
ness” was an important ele-

ment in addressing ovarian
cancer and promised that a
ground swell of support for
the VOP program already
was building.
“I’m comfortable that

there will be thousands in
the network within the first
year,” Weber said.
“There are other doc-

tors already reaching out
to us hoping to replicate
what we’re doing here today
throughout the state, as well
as corporations that have
been contacting us offering
financial support.”
A number of those in at-

tendance admitted their lives
had been touched by ovarian
cancer, including Dr. W. Ron
DeHaven, chief executive of-
ficer of the American Veteri-
nary Medical Association.
“My mother died of ovar-

ian cancer, and this is an ex-
citing program that we feel
is quite natural given that
human health and animal
health are inseparable and
are tied together,” he said.
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Vets speak out on ovarian cancer

Dr. Kurt Klepitsch, pictured here with Dr. Brenda Jones, is the first member in the Veterinary
Outreach Program launched Jan. 25 at the Gateway Veterinary Clinic in St. Charles. | COURTESY
OF DAVID SHAROS

SEE DENTIST, PAGE 19


