A Pioneer of Chemica

Dr Mondanaro with her
adopted child.
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IN 1975, THE STATE OF
California had few funds set
aside to help drug-dependent
women and their unborn chil-
dren. Specialized services to treat
perinatal and neonatal drug ad-
diction were not available to
most women. Aside from a few
very dedicated volunteers, whose
medical school colleagues gently
but firmly warned them that
working with individuals with
drug addiction was tantamount
to professional suicide, most
physicians were not inter-
ested in treating what is
now considered “chemi-
cal dependency.” In
fact, most doctors did
not view addiction as a
treatable disease.
Even fewer were
knowledgeable about
the effects that heroin,
alcohol, and other sub-
stances were having on
newborn babies,
whose delicate sys-
tems were ill-
equipped to deal
with the effects
of withdrawal.
What became
painfully clear to
Dr Josette Mon-
danaro and her
colleagues was
that California, a
state with consider-
able resources, was
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not dedicating any of those re-
sources to developing effective
chemical dependency treatment
programs to help these babies
and their mothers.

Over the past 3 decades, the
problems of chemically depen-
dent mothers and their children
have been well documented. The
relative costs of incarceration,
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prosecution, and law enforce-
ment versus freatment are now
well-known and may seem self-
evident. However, in 1975 only
those “in the trenches” saw what
needed to be done. Society as a
whole was still unwilling to take
a close look at chemical depend-
ency as a disease, rather than a
moral deficiency. This generally




scornful outlook was especially
reserved for users of heroin and
cocaine, resulting in many missed
opportunities for treatment and
prevention. The desire to better
understand the science behind
chemical dependency—that is,
the chemical and behavioral
roots of addiction—intersected
with Dr Mondanaro’s special pas-
sion, helping children who were
too young to fend for themselves.
Prototypes is an organization
that has developed some of the
country’s most successful treat-
ment programs for women with
substance abuse problems and
their children. It has a training
center in Pomona, Calif, named
for Josette Mondanaro. Vivian
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Brown, PhD, who is the chief ex-
ecutive officer of Prototypes,
began working with Dr Monda-
naro in the late 1970s, as they
both developed new models of
treatment for women who were
being kept out of traditional sub-
stance abuse treatment programs.
In a recent interview, Dr Brown
said, “We found that women who
came into our treatment pro-
grams frequently had histories of
physical and/or sexual abuse and
often were in current battering
relationships. We needed to de-
velop programs where women
and the children could be in a
safe environment and be given
enough time to recover.

“Dr Mondanaro was a power-

ful advocate for these women
and children and an effective
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voice in the medical community
for their special needs. She
understood and made others
aware of 3 critical points: that
women should not be separated
from their children in order to
access treatment; that treatment
needed to take these women'’s
frequent victimization into ac-
count; and that their children
were also vulnerable, not only
because of the addiction but also
because of the violence in their
environment. As deputy director
of California’s Drug Abuse Treat-

‘Although the true effect of her work is hard to
quantify, tens of thousands of success stories
are testimony to how the lives of many
mothers, children, and now grandchildren
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ment Department, Dr Mondanaro
organized what would become a
20-year blueprint for treating and
tackling this problem. The North-
ern and Southern California Al-
liances of Women'’s Treatment
Programs was her brainchild. It
gave birth to what are now hun-
dreds of nonprofit treatment pro-
grams for women on the West
Coast alone. These state and fed-
erally funded programs, which
also received a healthy dose of
generous private donations, are
still functioning today.”

Dr Mondanaro was an avid
grant writer and would person-
ally lobby her wealthier friends
and political acquaintances to
support her chemical depend-
ency treatment programs for
newborn and unborn babies.

Dr David Smith is now a
White House panel advisor on
science and medicine. As he ex-
plained at the 30th anniversary
of the California Department of
Alcohol and Drug Programs,
“What we had then was a few
free clinics run by Josette and
myself on the Haight-Ashbury in
the streets of San Francisco. Dr
Mondanaro was a pioneer in the
field, and she refused to take no
for an answer. Back then, when
you said you were going to treat
heroin addicts your colleagues ei-
ther urged you to take up a re-
spectable urology practice or
gazed at you sorrowfully. This is
now mainstream stuff, and
Josette was a big part of making
that happen.” Thirty years later,
there is a large cadre of profes-
sionals who successfully treat
substance abusers and their fami-
lies. California recently passed
Proposition 36, which authorizes
voter-approved funding dedi-
cated to channeling drug-related
offenders into treatment facilities
as opposed to prison." The cost
savings alone are staggering, and

since most prison sentences in
California are for drug- or
alcohol-related offenses, the
approach makes sense.”

It has often been said that “it
takes as much to send a man to
prison as it does to Stanford.” In-
deed, the facts bear this out: the
average yearly cost per inmate
in California is $30 929 and
the annual tuition at Stanford is
$25 9173* These numbers point
out that an investment in treat-
ment for women and their chil-
dren makes good financial sense.

Dr Mondanaro’s Career: Love
Comes First

Josette Mondanaro attended
Syracuse University in New York,
receiving her undergraduate de-
gree in 1967 and her medical
degree in 1971. During her resi-
dency in New York, she worked
a regular job in addition to per-
forming (as many a practicing
doctor can attest) the standard
80-hour-plus weekly regimen of
the medical school resident.
After moving to California, she
faithfully served the State De-
partment of Health and Human
Services and then opened a small
but thriving medical clinic
dubbed Wingspread in Santa
Cruz, Calif. The clinic had 10
beds and outpatient facilities to
serve mostly low-income pa-
tients. Dr Mondanaro went into
private practice and lectured at
the University of California,
Santa Cruz. Her obstetrics/
gynecology classes were among
the most sought-out on campus,
and her students were known to
appreciate her hallmark sense of
humor and booming laugh. Many
of her former students are prac-
ticing doctors today and remem-
ber her classes with fondness.
She encouraged her students to
challenge preconceived notions
about both themselves and their
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patients. She was especially ac-
tive in helping her female stu-
dents navigate through what was
at the time a profession domi-
nated by men.

After leaving her teaching post
to devote more time to teaching,
research, and private practice, Dr
Mondanaro lectured and treated
patients from her home. She had
just finished a series of training
courses and “her book” (what she
considered her seminal collection
of strategies to treat and beat
chemical addiction)® when she
was diagnosed with a golf
ball-sized brain tumor (astrocy-
toma) at the age of 41. The bun-
dle of nerves that connects the 2
halves of the brain together was in
grave jeopardy. After numerous
surgeries, standard radiation treat-
ment, many types of chemother-
apy—some highly experimental—
and a radioactive uranium
implant, her ability to function as
an effective physician was im-
paired. The effort to survive took
all her strength over the next 16
years, but she never lost her com-
passion, her keen powers of obser-
vation, or her trademark sense of
humor.

Epilogue

Dr Josette Mondanaro passed
away Christmas Day, 2003, and,
true to form, donated her body to
science for medical students to
learn from. Although the true ef-
fect of her work is hard to quan-
tify, tens of thousands of success
stories are testimony to how the
lives of many mothers, children,
and now grandchildren have
been quite literally saved over the
years. | am always honored and
moved by the requests to appear
and accept an award or dedica-
tion in her name. Total strangers,
speaking in the most urgent tones,
are constantly reminding me of
the depth, courage, and love that

this woman possessed. She was to
me simply Mom, a single mother
who, unbelievably, found the
time, strength, and energy to raise
me to the best of her abilities.

«. .. For Those With No Voice
of Their Own, She Will Be Sorely
Missed,” reads her epitaph. For in
the final analysis, hers is a legacy
of love, and her spirit will be
alive for generations to come. #
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