
S ylvia Valdez said she’s near-
ing the end of her life —
age wise.

The 72-year-old Garden Grove
resident is in the mode of retry-
ing all the things she thinks she’d
failed in. Art is one of them.

“In elementary school, I would
hide my artwork from the nuns
and my fellow students, because
I could not draw at all,” Valdez
said. “It was a disaster, but once I
had cancer and decided to join
the wellness programs, I have a
whole different perspective on
life.”

Valdez was diagnosed with
lung cancer in spring 2019,
underwent surgery and has been
free of the disease for the past 16
months. For Valdez, the biggest
change in perspective is grati-
tude for life.

She joined the St. Joseph Hos-
pital’s cancer wellness program,
which is a holistic approach to
health. It focuses on body
weight, nutrition, exercise and
lifestyle. The program includes a
one-on-one evaluation and plan,
weekly or bimonthly check-in
sessions, meditative and breath-
ing practices, fitness (aerobics,
dance, stretches, yoga and pi-

Courtesy of Janni Buaiz
and Heather Wallace

CANCER PATIENT and survivor
artwork completed through the
Gaze Art program offered by St.
Joseph Hospital in Orange.

Paint by wellness
At St. Joseph Hospital in Orange, those who are going

through or have survived cancer can take part in free wellness
programs from the comfort of their homes.

BYVERA CASTANEDA

SeeWellness, page R7
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At the start of his high school
semester, 16-year-old Arush
Mehrotra is juggling distance
learning, applying to colleges and
starting a social justice nonprofit.

He said he’s not one to sit still.
Before Mehrotra graduates next

year, he wants to build out a foun-
dation for the O.C. Justice Project
so its impact can last even after
he’s gone.

He started the project at Irvine’s
University High School in January
as a way to create a platform for
youth, like himself, to practice ac-
tivism about the issues they are
passionate about in their local
community. But the germ of the
project started during his fresh-
man year when he listened to a
“Ted Radio Hour” podcast about
cash bail.

It sent him on a rabbit hole of

research that piqued his interest
in social justice causes leading
him to write op-eds for Los Ange-
les Times High School Insider and
get involved in his own school
newspaper, Sword & Shield.

“Our mission, just broadly
speaking, is to inspire my genera-
tion, the younger generation, to
care about the issues that threat-
en the democratic ideals,” Mehro-
tra said.

Mehrotra reached out to
Krishna Khawani to become in-
volved in the project. The two had
met during mock trial and debate
activities, where they discussed
policing and drug reforms. But
forming a school club at Uni-
versity High under stay-at-home
orders proved to be difficult.

Instead, they made O.C. Justice
Project a nonprofit with the help
of an incubation program at
Irvine LIGHTS and decided to

form school clubs during the next
school year.

Khawani, the 16-year-old direc-
tor of finances for the nonprofit,
said becoming a registered 501(c)
(3) and not having to deal with
school club guidelines makes
fundraising easier.

Mehrotra looked through other
schools’ club lists to search for
like-minded groups and reached
out. That’s how he found Noah
Kim, the nonprofit’s director of
operations.

Kim, a 17-year-old Portola High
student, started a club called
“Wrongfully Accused,” which
dealt with raising awareness
about the wrongful convictions of
people who were innocent or giv-
en an unfair sentence.

“Overall what Arush has done
with O.C. Justice Projects, I genu-

Student-led nonprofit O.C. Justice Project expands beyond Irvine

Don Leach | Staff Photographer

ARUSHMEHROTRA standsat the IrvineCivicCenter.An Irvinehigh
school senior,Mehrotra isbalancingdistance learningandsocial justicework
like thegrowing reachof theO.C. JusticeProject across localhighschools.

BY VERA CASTANEDA

See Justice, page R7

This is the second story in a
three-part TimesOC series “Im-
proving Healthcare Access for
Cambodians and Vietnamese,”
supported by the USC Annenberg
Center for Health Journalism
2020 California Fellowship.

Paul Hoang moved to Orange
County in 2007 after a taxing
work year as a mental health cli-
nician in Illinois.

In the Midwest, he had seen
clients who drove up to six hours
once a month — even through
blizzards — for his services. De-
mand was high because there
was a lack of providers serving
the Vietnamese community, he
said.

It was something he tried to
remedy by getting involved in lo-
cal politics to advocate for more
resources.

But after a year, he burnt out.
Hoang had hoped to find

more groups that served the Vi-
etnamese community and more
support for providers in Orange
County, given its Vietnamese
population of approximately
200,000, according to the 2010
census. He said he arrived sur-
prised to find that neither of
those things existed.

“It was very scattered and
people were working in silos,”

Refugees’
mental
healthcare
services
limited
The issue affecting
Cambodians and
Vietnamese is linked to
a shortage of bicultural,
bilingual providers.
BYAGNES CONSTANTE

See Health, page R5

“There was a lot
of generational
trauma and
especially war
trauma that had
been passed down
to myself. It was
just very, very hard
for me to process.”

— My Nguyen
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24903 Moulton Parkway • LagunaWoods
TheWellingtonSeniorLiving.com •949.377.0286

INDEPENDENT & ASSISTED LIVING RESIDENCES

RCFE# 306005672EQUALHOUSINGOPPORTUNITY

Call 949.377.0286 today to schedule
a personalized tour.

Our assisted living is
accredited for two reasons.
You. And your family.

Because having the confidence and peace of mind
of accreditation is important. That’s why TheWellington
is accredited by CARF International—an independent
organization that sets exceedingly high standards for
care, service and safeguards. It’s a lot like an accreditation
for a hospital or college. Or a five-star rating for a hotel.

We think you’ll find that our CARF accreditation is
only one of the many reasons to take a good look
at TheWellington.
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ORDER ONLINE
highseastradingco.com

SHOP IN OUR SHOWROOM AT
23482 PERALTA DR. D-2,

LAGUNA HILLS
OPEN MON-SAT 9AM-5PM AND SUNDAY 9AM-4PM

OR ORDER BY PHONE
949-380-8641

CHECK
OUT OUR

HALLOWEENDESIGNS!

$5 OFF$5 OFF
OFFER EXPIRES 10/31
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Use Promo Code: AlohaLA
for Online Orders and Phone Orders,

or bring in Coupon
for In-store Purchases
Minimum of $20 purchase

The Orange County
Board of Supervisors
unanimously approved a
$7.5-billion budget on
Tuesday after many resi-
dents spoke out against
the county’s significant in-
vestment in law enforce-
ment.

About 43% of the total
2020-21 budget is devoted
to community services,
while 20% is allocated
toward public protection,
including the Sheriff’s De-
partment and district at-
torney’s office.

But some residents took
aim at the county’s
$890-million discretionary
budget, which the super-
visors have total control
over. Most of the total
budget was already appor-
tioned.

Public protection makes
up $490.6 million of the
discretionary funding,
while community services
make up $154.2 million.

Pat Davis of Anaheim
took umbrage with the su-
pervisors’ favoring of law
enforcement over social
programs in a written sub-
mission to the county that
was read aloud during the
meeting.

“The ratio of monies ap-
plied to public protection
and community services
in no way matches the
needs of the community
— your community,”
Davis wrote. “The times
we find ourselves in, in-
cluding a COVID pan-
demic and social unrest,
are guaranteed to change
our country, as you so
comfortably know it ... You
need to look around you
and see the needs are
great, and you have so
many resources at your
disposal. You can make
significant life-saving
changes. Why you don’t do
so is most telling.”

Rona Henry of Laguna
Woods wrote in a submit-
ted form to the supervi-
sors that there should be
greater investment in per-
manent supportive and

affordable housing.
“It’s time for the county

to start seriously
budgeting for affordable
and supportive housing —
it’s the morally right way
to care for and protect our
citizens,” Henry wrote.

“Moreover, following a
housing-first policy where
we get people housed and
then address the other is-
sues has proven to be an
effective way to save on
healthcare, mental health-
care and law enforcement
costs. Please show fore-
sight and planning for Or-
ange County’s housing
needs, please allocate sig-

nificantly more funds for
affordable and supportive
housing for people with
very low and low in-
comes.”

Supervisors didn’t ad-
dress the concerns of the
residents at the meeting. A
vote was taken shortly af-
ter public comments.

“Their complete silence
spoke volumes,” activist
Briana Zimmerman said
in a phone interview.

Zimmerman is a co-
founder of the People’s
Budget, a community co-
alition that took a survey
of more than 1,000 resi-
dents, showing that survey

respondents living in the
county favor greater in-
vestment in public health
and social services, while
supervisors favor invest-
ment in law enforcement.

The coalition is made
up of various community
groups, including the
ACLU of Southern Califor-
nia, Housing is a Human
Right OC, Chispa and the
Orange County Equality
Coalition, among others.

“People were thought-
ful, they were asking just
for a response from the
Board of Supervisors, and
they were met with si-
lence,” Zimmerman said.

The findings of the re-
port are in line with a
nationwide movement to
defund police depart-
ments and reinvest in
community programs.

The report says that
residents who replied to
the survey support invest-
ment of 77% of the discre-
tionary budget to commu-
nity services like public
and mental health, afford-
able housing, rent relief
and other social programs,
while the Board of Super-
visors’ discretionary
budget allocates 17%
toward community serv-
ices.

The report also calls for
a 10% discretionary
budget allocation toward
public safety, while the su-
pervisors’ budget devotes
55% of the budget toward
law enforcement agencies
like the Sheriff’s Depart-
ment, district attorney’s
office and jails.

Zimmerman said her
group will continue to ad-
vocate for the survey’s
findings.

“We are here for the
long haul,” Zimmerman
said.

Despite resistance from some local residents,
O.C. Board of Supervisors OKs $7.5M budget

Irfan Khan | Los Angeles Times

THEORANGECOUNTYBoardofSupervisorsunanimouslyapproveda$7.5-millionbudgetonTuesday, leavingsomeresidents angeredat thecounty’s significant
investment in lawenforcement. Somesay lessdiscretionary funding shouldbeallocated to lawenforcementandmore shouldbespentoncommunity services.

BY BEN BRAZIL

benjamin.brazil@latimes.com
Twitter: @_benbrazil
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MY HOUSE
HAD
OUTGROWN
ME.

Donna
Walnut Villager
financial expert
dog walker

There was a time when I enjoyed all that space. But the last few years,
it just became far more than I wanted to deal with. At Walnut Village
I have my own place that fits me perfectly, and the freedom to do other things. New things.
With new people. Home is where the heart is, and mine is here.

LIMITED-TIME
OFFER

Ask about a $5,000 incent ive
towards moving costs.

Email us at walnutvillagesales@frontporch.net WA L N U T V I L L A G E . O R G 8 6 6 . 9 8 3 . 6 7 6 3
8 9 1 S . W A L N U T S T A N A H E I M , C A 9 2 8 0 2

We’re an equal opportunity housing provider. LIC# 306000961 COA# 197

As the national move-
ment against police brutal-
ity and corruption contin-
ues, former Orange County
Sheriff and ex-convict Mike
Carona is quietly collecting
an annual pension of more
than $200,000.

Carona was convicted
for attempting to obstruct
a grand jury investigation
and sentenced to 5½ years
in prison in 2009, though
he was released 14 months
early.

A jury acquitted Carona
of prosecutors’ claims that
he misused his office to ac-
cept secret cash payments
and provided badges and
concealed weapons li-
censes to campaign con-
tributors.

Jurors said after the trial
they believed he had ac-

cepted cash and gifts, but
they weren’t able to con-
sider that due to a statute
of limitations that pre-
vented them from consid-
ering acts committed after
October 2002.

According to Transpar-
ent California, Carona col-
lected a pension of
$227,136 in 2019. Between
2013 and 2018, the pension
ranged from $212,332 to
$234,530.

Carona’s high pension
has garnered new meaning
amid a national movement
against police misconduct.

“Does Carona really
need $220,000?” said Rose
Ochoa, founder of Trans-
forming Justice OC.
“... Definitely $220,000
does not make sense.”

She continued: “Carona’s
not thinking about what
that actually means, what

the witness tampering did,
how many lives that im-
pacted. Because he’s able
to live comfortably off of
his pension and whatever
additional financial sup-
port he has.”

Carona declined to com-
ment through his attor-
neys.

Zoe-Raven Wianecki,
who runs OC Protests, said
law enforcement officers
like Carona should be
stripped of their pensions
for committing miscon-
duct.

“It’s definitely not un-
common for police officers
to lose their jobs and be
able to continue to retain
the taxpayers’ dollars,
which is absurd,” Wianecki
said.

“Police know they are
going to be protected no
matter what. That has to be

one of the first things to go
when we talk about de-
funding police is allowing
police to retain these ab-
surdly large pensions.”

Wianecke has been one
of the leading architects of
the anti-police-brutality
movement in Orange
County. OC Protests has
been a primary source for
many activists looking to
get involved with the Black
Lives Matter movement
following the killing of
George Floyd.

“Look, any time a cop
steps out of line, if they
lose their job and their
pension, it would just cre-
ate a much larger and
greater deterrent to police
brutality and misconduct,”
Wianecke said.

While some may feel
Carona is undeserving of
his pension, it is protected

by law, which dictates that
pension benefits are only
lost for prospective years
after the crime was com-
mitted. Carona worked for
32 years prior to his con-
viction.

“The reason they did it
that way was they were
concerned that taking
away pension benefits that
already had been earned
prior to the date of miscon-
duct would be unconstitu-
tional,” said Lawrence
Rosenthal, a Chapman
University law professor.

The California and fed-
eral constitutions have
provisions that make it un-
constitutional to “impair
the obligation of a con-
tract.” In other words,
Rosenthal said if the gov-
ernment promises you
something, it has to keep
its promise.

“They can’t decide, you
know what, we’re no longer
wanting to honor our con-
tractual obligations and
that includes pensions be-
cause that’s a kind of con-
tract,” said Rosenthal, who
specializes in civil rights,
criminal law and criminal
justice.

“The fact that Sheriff
Carona did such a crummy
job running his office up to
and including the badge-
selling scheme — although
he was convicted of wit-
ness tampering rather than
badge-selling bribery —
and that he’s still making
all this money, is of course
quite distressing,” Rosen-
thal said. “But you know,
constitutional rights often
lead to distressing results.”

Photo by Irfan Khan | Los Angeles Times | Illustration by Greg Diaz | Staff Designer

FORMER ORANGE COUNTY Sheriff Mike Carona speaks outside federal court in Santa Ana in 2009 after being convicted of witness tampering. He was sentenced to 5½ years.

Amid movement
against police
brutality, former
O.C. sheriff and
convicted felon
collects big
money pension

BY BEN BRAZIL

benjamin.brazil@latimes.com
Twitter: @_benbrazil
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Dr. Mark Kramer
USE MEDICARE

FOR DENTAL IMPLANTS!

FOR ONLy $1,590

Includes: Implant, Custom Abutment,
Crown, Extraction, Socket Bone Graft

Implant Site Ready Only.
No Hidden Fees (Valued at $4,000)

Crowns .........................$595 Veneers.......................$695

FREE Consultation • FREE Ct sCan
Includes: X-ray, Exam & Treatment Plan

Saturday Appointments are available

COMPLETE DENTAL
IMPLANT PACKAGE

Dr. Mark kraMer DDS
25+ YEARS OF EXPERIENCE

All Procedures Are Performed By dr. KrAmer

www.markkramerdds.com

949-433-7989

1442 Irvine Blvd, Suite 105
Tustin CA 92780

Experience Implants

714-500-7194

WE WILL BEAT ANY
WRITTEN ESTIMATE

For more information, visit  
olli.fullerton.edu/welcome

ZOOM into the future ...

OLLI offers over 80 stimulating classes through 
ZOOM, the convenient way to remain safely at home 
and still virtually attend classes and lectures with no 
pressure of grades.

Are you a senior missing stimulating conversations 
with your friends?

Do you miss learning new skills, investigating new 
thoughts and ideas?

Then the answer is OLLI, the Osher Lifelong 
Learning Institute at Cal State Fullerton.

Six months after theme
parks closed across Califor-
nia because of the pan-
demic, Orange County
politicians, trade-worker
union leaders and tourism
promoters expressed frus-
tration that the state has
yet to give Disneyland and
Knott’s Berry Farm a path
to reopen.

“It’s a disaster right
here,” Anaheim Mayor
Harry Sidhu said at a
Wednesday news confer-
ence, joining the mayors of
Buena Park and Garden
Grove on a hotel rooftop
overlooking Disneyland.
“How long are you going to
keep us closed?”

Their ire was directed at
Gov. Gavin Newsom, who
said Wednesday that state
officials were working on
health protocols for re-
opening theme parks and
that there would be “an-
nouncements soon” but
did not specify when.

The demand for proto-
cols came the day after a
coalition of California
theme parks, including
Disneyland and Knott’s,
also urged the state to re-
lease guidelines under
which they could join
parks in Florida and else-
where in reopening.

The cities around Dis-
neyland have lost $1.3 bil-
lion in taxes and other rev-
enues since the pandemic
closures began, said Todd
Ament, president of the
Anaheim Chamber of
Commerce. “The time is
now to reopen our theme
parks and restore the econ-
omic vitality we have lost,”
he said.

It was the meeting of un-
usual circumstances that
pushed local elected offi-
cials to demand change to
a state health mandate and
aligned union leaders with
their members’ bosses.

The Disneyland Resort is
Orange County’s largest
employer, with about
31,000 workers before the
pandemic. It draws tourists
who book hotel rooms, eat
at restaurants and buy sou-
venirs, supporting jobs

throughout the region. All
told, the resort generates
3.6% of all jobs in the
county, according to a re-
cent Cal State Fullerton
study.

With unemployment
high, prospects for a new
federal relief package un-
certain and the state’s un-
employment relief mea-
sures not bridging the gap,
cities, residents and busi-
nesses are feeling the
pinch.

Walt Disney Co. has a
history of political heft, es-
pecially in Disneyland’s
hometown of Anaheim. In
many ways, the resort’s fi-
nancial interests and the
city’s are intertwined; Dis-
ney is far and away Ana-
heim’s biggest tourism
magnet. For years, Ana-
heim gave subsidies, in-
centives and rebates to the
company for investing in
its theme parks and adja-
cent Downtown Disney
shopping district — a prac-
tice that halted in 2018.
Disney has also backed
candidates in local elec-
tions, including Sidhu.

Meanwhile, Orange
County has been a strong-
hold for critics of COVID-19
safety measures.

The county’s then-health
chief, Dr. Nichole Quick,
resigned in June amid
death threats and harsh
public criticism for issuing
an order requiring people
to wear face coverings
while in public places, at
work or visiting businesses.

Quick’s replacement, Dr.
Clayton Chau, swiftly re-
vised her mandate,
strongly recommending
that people wear masks but
not requiring it. Newsom
intervened a week later,
making face coverings
mandatory statewide.

Over the summer, Or-
ange County education
leaders approved school-
reopening guidelines that
don’t require masks for stu-
dents or increased distanc-
ing between people in
classrooms. Their recom-
mendation stands, but
school districts are free to
enforce stricter measures.

Orange County lawmak-

ers, tourism officials and
union leaders who called
for the reopening of Dis-
neyland Resort and Knott’s
Berry Farm argued that the
number of COVID-19 cases
in the county has dropped
far enough that the parks
can reopen safely.

“Our work against the
coronavirus is not done,
but we have another crisis
that demands our atten-
tion,” Sidhu said, noting
that the unemployment
rate in his city is 15% and
that Anaheim faces a
$100-million deficit partly
from the loss of tax revenue
generated by Disneyland
Resort.

“This is about preserving
and retaining union jobs,”
said Ernesto Medrano, a
representative for the Los
Angeles/Orange Counties
Building and Construction
Trades Council. “We don’t
want any more layoffs. It’s
time to go back to work.”

Data from the Orange
County Health Care
Agency show that co-
ronavirus cases in the
county have dropped from
highs in late July and early
August, when the agency
reported about 1,000 new
cases and more than 10
deaths a day. On Wednes-
day, the county reported
135 new cases and six
deaths.

In total, Orange County
has reported more than
51,200 cases and 1,100 co-
ronavirus deaths.

Andrew Noymer, an as-
sociate professor of public
health at UC Irvine, agreed
that COVID-19 case num-
bers in Orange County
have improved but said he
would feel more comfort-
able about opening the

theme parks once co-
ronavirus cases drop even
further.

“It’s tricky at best to open
up something like a Dis-
neyland or a Knott’s Berry
Farm now,” he said. “I per-
sonally would not go to a
theme park.”

Supporters of reopening
say theme parks in Florida
have reopened without
triggering surges in
COVID-19 cases, but
Noymer said it is difficult to
confirm whether the virus
has been passed at theme
parks because many park-
goers return home to other
states and countries.

Parks are “going to draw
people from all over the
place,” he said. “There are
just too many unknowns to
be fully confident about re-
opening.”

Theme park representa-
tives made assurances
Wednesday that if the
parks are allowed to reopen
they can impose strict safe-
ty protocols to protect the
health of visitors.

“We have proven we can
operate responsibly, with
strict health and safety pro-
tocols at our properties
around the world and at
Downtown Disney in Ana-
heim,” Ken Potrock, presi-
dent of Disneyland Resort,
said in a statement, refer-
ring to the Disneyland-ad-
jacent shopping district
that reopened in July.

Knott’s Berry Farm in
Buena Park noted that it
has also opened its restau-
rants and hosted food tast-
ing events over the last few
months while meeting
county health protocols.

Orange County mayors call on governor
to let Disneyland and Knott’s reopen
BYHUGOMARTÍN

HUGO MARTÍN writes for
the Los Angeles Times.

Kent Nishimura
Los Angeles
Times

PEOPLEWALK
toward
Disneyland’s
entrance
March 13, the
park’s last day
of operation
before its
closure.

A new poetry art exhibit
at the Muckenthaler Cultur-
al Center in Fullerton al-
lows visitors to become part
of the art.

The Found Poetry Project
art installation features am-
ateur found poetry on one
side, while the other side is
left blank for visitors to
leave poems or thoughts in
chalk and sticky notes.

The exhibit was created
by poet Katharine Zaun, an
artist in residence at the
Muckenthaler, as a way to
bring the community to-
gether during the pan-
demic.

Zaun said she thought of
the idea after being in-
spired by the Mucken-
thaler’s distribution of free
art kits to children since the
beginning of the pandemic.

“It made me think, ‘What
is something that I could do
with poetry that would en-
gage some of the Muck
members at home,’ ” Zaun
said.

Zaun held a few virtual
instructional workshops
where she explained how to
create found poems for
those who had never cre-
ated them before. Then
people sent in their poems,
which are framed on one
side of the installation over

a mural that Zaun created
from painting over card-
board.

The other side of the mu-
ral is painted with chalk
paint, where visitors can
contribute.

“The pixelated effect of
the painted cardboard
background is representa-
tive of the digitally satu-
rated quality of our lives
during this pandemic,”
Zaun said in a description
of the art installation. “We
chose cardboard to paint
on — rather than painting
directly on the mural’s
wood panels — because we
wanted to stay with the
idea of the found poems by
using found objects, too.

“The found poems stand
out against the cardboard
background to portray how
we’ve attempted to piece
together this new normal
and find connection in new
ways — find new narratives
that give shape to this
strange and isolating time.”

The Found Poetry Project
is on the lawn of the
Muckenthaler center, which
is open from noon to 4 p.m.
Tuesday to Sunday.

For more information,
visit themuck.org/found-
poetry-project.

Kevin Chang | Staff Photographer

THE FOUND Poetry Project, started by Muck’s 2020
Artist in Residence, poet Katharine Zaun, invites community
members to submit found poetry for a group exhibition
at Muckenthaler Cultural Center in Fullerton.

Muckenthaler Cultural
Center asks visitors to
become part of the art
BY BEN BRAZIL

benjamin.brazil@latimes.com
Twitter: @_benbrazil
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Hoang said. So in 2008, he
founded Viet-CARE, a
group of mental health
professionals working to
end the stigma attached to
mental health and to ad-
dress mental health dis-
parities. He also estab-
lished the group in part to
create a space of support
for bilingual and bicultural
Vietnamese mental health
providers.

The need for mental
health services in the Viet-
namese community is
high, Hoang said. But
there’s a strong stigma at-
tached to mental health in
the community, and mem-
bers aren’t always able to
access the type of services
they need.

It’s a similar circum-
stance faced by the Cam-
bodian community, which
in 2010 accounted for
about 7,000 of Orange
County’s population, ac-
cording to census figures
at the time referenced in a
report by nonprofits Asian
Americans Advancing Jus-
tice-Orange County and
Orange County Asian and
Pacific Islander Communi-
ty Alliance. In nearby Long
Beach, Cambodians con-
stitute an estimated 20,000
of the city’s population.

Vietnamese and Cam-
bodians began migrating
to the U.S. en masse after
the end of the Vietnam
War in 1975 and the 1979
fall of the Khmer Rouge re-
gime, under which more
than 2 million people
died.

The experiences of flee-
ing war-torn nations has
had a lasting impact on
refugees’ mental health.

A 2015 study in the jour-
nal Psychiatric Services
found that 97% of Cambo-
dian respondents met cri-
teria for post-traumatic
stress disorder. Available
data on mental health is-
sues facing Vietnamese
refugees — much of which
is several years to more
than a decade old — show
that they suffer from is-
sues including PTSD and
panic disorder.

But Hoang said there is
a lack of services that ac-
count for the unique expe-
riences of the community,

which affects both com-
munity members in need
and the limited number of
bilingual and bicultural
providers that are able to
serve them.

ROOTS OF TRAUMA
Hoang was among the

hundreds of thousands of
refugees who fled Vietnam
after the
end of the
Vietnam
War. Many
escaped via
boat or
foot, expe-
riences that
are often a
source of
trauma for
refugees, he said.

He recalled his own ex-
perience as a kid of being
out at sea on a fishing boat
with more than two dozen
others for nearly 30 days.
In that time, the passen-
gers were attacked by pi-
rates three times, and they
reached the point of
hunger where people be-
gan talking about killing
others for food, he said.

The trauma from that
period of time persisted
for him and his family

even after they settled in
the United States.

“I remember hearing my
dad screaming every
night,” Hoang said. “Every
night at midnight, I would
go to his room and put my
ear on his chest just to
make sure that he’s still
breathing. That’s common
for us who are refugees.”

Phan Eng, 67, a client at
Santa Ana-based nonprof-
it the Cambodian Family,
came to the United States
in 1985 as a refugee after
fleeing the Khmer Rouge
regime. Through an inter-
preter, Kieng Seng, a
health navigator and case
manager at the nonprofit,
Eng said she remembered
being put into a plastic
bag and being beaten
nearly to death. Her life
under the regime led her
to have nightmares every

night, she said.
When she arrived in the

United States, Eng began
noticing that she experi-
enced memory loss and
often felt sad. She went to
a doctor to find out what
was wrong, but her diag-
nosis was unclear.

She was prescribed
medication for sleeping

and relaxation. Amina
Sen-Matthews, health pro-
gram director at the Cam-
bodian Family, said her
symptoms point to post-
traumatic stress disorder.

The trauma refugees ex-
perience can be trans-
ferred to their children
and grandchildren
through intergenerational
trauma.

Long Beach resident
Jocelyn Ly, 23, said her
grandfather’s experience
fighting against the Khmer

Rouge in Cambodia trick-
led down to the dynamic
she has with her father,
who was born in a refugee
camp.

Ly believes his experi-
ence at the camp, coupled
with the way he was raised
by his parents, affected the
way he parented her and
her two sisters. He was

emotionally
absent, she
said, and it
was diffi-
cult for her
to not have
a strong
bond with
her father.

“How can
you tell

someone your experi-
ences, but they don’t know
how to handle their own?”
she said.

A common way Hoang
has seen intergenerational
trauma manifest is in par-
ents’ anxieties around law
enforcement, with whom
refugees have had nega-
tive experiences in Viet-
nam.

While they may not have
had those experiences in
the United States, the sight
of an individual in uni-

form can induce flash-
backs that retraumatize
them, he said.

“Children are taught to
avoid cops,” he said. “It’s
passed on down through
parenting. It’s passed on
down subconsciously
through how the parents
act around them and
around in their environ-
ment. So the children grow
up observing that in their
environment and subcon-
sciously take that on and
they too become anxious
when they’re around po-
lice.”

As a child, My Nguyen,
25, said he endured phys-
ical abuse after sharing in-
formation with a family
member that triggered
fear of law enforcement.
He said he missed two
days of school before he
recovered.

“There was a lot of gen-
erational trauma and es-
pecially war trauma that
had been passed down to
myself,” Nguyen said. “It
was just very, very hard for
me to process.”

Hoang added that if a
refugee is stopped by law
enforcement officers and
presents symptoms of
anxiety, that may be inter-
preted as the individual
hiding wrongdoing.

“That further escalates
because law enforcement
here are trained to be in
control and not under-
standing the psychology
or mental health,” he said.
“When a person is going

Photo by Don Bartletti

THE RELOCATION CENTER in the Cristianitos area of Camp Pendleton. Many refugees housed at the base decided to stay
in Southern California for the warm weather that they were accustomed to in Southeast Asia.
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Courtesy of Viet-CARE

PAUL HOANG founded
Viet-CARE, a group
of mental health
professionals serving the
Vietnamese American
community, in 2008.

“How are you going to be able to mediate a situation
between me and my family if there’s no language
resources? Or if there’s no understanding of the
power dynamic of the family?”

— My Nguyen
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through fight or flight
mode or a panic attack,
the mind is not processing
normally. That creates a
lot of misunderstanding
and miscommunication,
which then produces a
negative outcome, which
further reinforces the
trauma that law enforce-
ment are bad.”

IMPACT OF
DEPORTATIONS ON
MENTAL HEALTH

The past traumas, com-
mon among Cambodian
and Vietnamese refugees,
have been compounded in
recent years with the rise
in deportations from the
U.S. in both communities.
Between fiscal years 2017
and 2018, Cambodians
saw a 279% hike in depor-
tations, rising from 29 to
110, according to data
from Immigration and
Customs Enforcement.

Vietnamese Americans
also saw a rise in deporta-
tions: In the last three fis-
cal years, there were 273
removals, compared to 115
from fiscal years 2014 to
2016, data from the agency
show.

A 2018 report by non-
profits Southeast Asia Re-
source Action Center and
National Asian Pacific
American Women’s Forum
found that increased de-
tentions and deportations
can create financial in-
stability for families —
many of whom are low in-
come — contribute to
stress and anxiety and
cause trauma to children
of detainees and deport-
ees.

Long Beach resident Al-
isha Sim, 23, said she saw
her father, who had over-
come alcohol abuse, re-
turn to the vice as a way to
cope after her brother was
deported in 2009. The de-
portation also put finan-
cial strain on her family.

Sim’s mother sewed
clothes for a living and
was paid per article of
clothing she completed.
After her brother’s depor-
tation, she saw her mother
work until 2 a.m. to sew
more clothes to earn more
money.

By the time Sim got to
college, she had to work
multiple jobs. She said she
needed to be less finan-
cially dependent on her
parents, whose incomes
were strained because
they had to provide for

their household in the U.S.
and for Sim’s brother in
Cambodia. She noted that
along with school and
work, she served as the
caretaker for the elders in
her household.

“Going to college was
really hard,” she said. “I re-
alized that my grades were
dropping. I had to get on
academic probation a few
times, and instead of go-
ing to school full time, I
had to go part time to
work with my schedule.”

GENDER IDENTITY
For some in the Viet-

namese community, grap-
pling with gender identity
while straddling two cul-
tures is another source of
strain on mental health.

After coming out to his
mother at the age of 16,
Nguyen was kicked out of
his house and found him-
self moving from one
place to another, he said.
It was an action his
mother took that was tied
to the cultural value of
saving face.

“If I were to be queer,
then she was a bad mom,
or her ex-husband’s side of
the family can say she’s a
bad mom,” he said.

His displacement, com-
bined with other stressors
and a toxic relationship he
was in, led Nguyen to at-
tempt suicide that year.

He grew up in Kansas
City where he hardly ever
encountered any other Vi-
etnamese Americans and
where access to healthcare
was difficult. He said he
tried group and individual
therapy following his at-
tempt but didn’t find ei-
ther of them helpful be-
cause nobody could
understand the intersec-
tion of his identities as
queer and Vietnamese
American.

“How are you going to
be able to mediate a situa-
tion between me and my
family if there’s no lan-
guage resources? Or if
there’s no understanding
of the power dynamic of
the family?” Nguyen said.

Gender identity can also
be challenging for parents
of LGBTQ Vietnamese.

Several mothers of
LGBTQ children told
TimesOC that they previ-
ously had little to no
knowledge of what it
meant to be LGBTQ or that
such a group exists in the
Vietnamese American
community.

Loan Nguyen, a former
Orange County resident
who is not related to My

Nguyen, said she initially
felt guilt and shame when
her child at 11 years old
told her that she was
transgender. Having
grown up in a devout
Catholic household that
valued conformity, Loan
Nguyen said she also ex-
perienced embarrass-
ment.

“That’s the Asian cul-
ture, the Catholic reli-
gion,” she said. “The sense
that others will look to you
and say you’re wrong:
‘What’s wrong with you?
How could you allow
this?’”

Those are feelings she
said she worked through
quickly by learning about
gender identity because
she knew she had to sup-
port her child.

Loan Nguyen now lives
in New York where she
works as program coordi-
nator at the LGBTQ civil
rights group PFLAG NYC.
She said families that hold
on tightly to traditional
practices and customs
without acknowledging
gender identity can result
in oppressed feelings for
those who identify as
LGBTQ.

“Oftentimes in the name
of love, Asian parents will
create a lot of harms and
mental, emotional pain
and suffering for their
children,” she said. “They

think they know their chil-
dren best. They will put
their foot down and de-
mand a certain way of be-
havior and acting without
understanding where that
child is coming from.

“That child will have no
choice but to do it out of
obedience, out of fear of
getting kicked out of the
house, out of fear of the
religion the parents im-
pose on them. But it’s all
through guilt. And where
does that go? It goes right
into that child’s psyche.”

BARRIERS TO MENTAL
HEALTHCARE ACCESS

Despite the need for
mental health services, a
number of factors make it
difficult for Cambodians
and Vietnamese to access
them.

During TimesOC’s lis-
tening sessions with 46
community members,
many shared that there is
an insufficient amount of
mental health educational
resources and many aren’t
aware how to navigate the
healthcare system to ac-
cess them.

Others said their intro-
duction to mental health
came from their friends
and community-based or-
ganizations, not from their
families. Some said there
is a lack of education on
how to identify sexual as-
sault, an occurrence that
several individuals said is
common in the Cambodi-
an community. Many also
noted that they weren’t
taught in school about the
traumas their parents ex-
perienced from fleeing
from war-torn countries.

Ly said she learned
more about the types of
experiences her family en-
dured under the Khmer
Rouge regime from Long
Beach nonprofit Khmer
Girls in Action than any-
where else. It was helpful
for her to know that his-
tory.

“Me understanding that
my parents have their own
personal trauma or issues
that they’re going through
doesn’t make me resent-
ful,” she said.

For LGBTQ Vietnamese,
one of the barriers is a lack
of spaces that accommo-
date both gender and cul-
tural identity. “If you’re in
a space where you’re queer
and people understand
you’re queer, but being Vi-
etnamese is foreign, I have
to explain myself,” he said.
“Like, why do I take my
shoes off when I go inside
the house? I’m like, I take
it off because I’m Viet-
namese.”

For monolingual and
limited English proficient
community members, lan-
guage is a significant bar-
rier.

Hoang said he wit-
nessed the dangers of poor
communication with a
former client who was di-
agnosed with schizophre-
nia under another pro-
vider. He looked over the
client’s notes and saw that
the diagnosis was made
based on poor interpreta-
tion conducted by his 8-
year-old daughter.

After asking the client a
series of follow up ques-
tions, Hoang concluded
that depression was the
correct diagnosis. By then,
however, the client had al-
ready been on antipsy-
chotic medication for
three years, which im-
paired his ability to func-
tion normally.

“Unless the interpreter
has a background in men-
tal health specifically, they
won’t understand the con-
cept that they’re interpret-
ing or translating,” he said.

Beyond language,
there’s the general lack of
understanding of the ref-
ugee experience, which af-
fects the effectiveness of
or referral for mental
health treatment.

IMPACT OF LACK OF
ACCESS ON PROVIDERS

The number of bilingual
providers who have an
understanding of the ex-
periences and culture of
the community are few,
Hoang said, which limits
access for those who need
mental health services.

It also takes a toll on
providers.

Chandara Lee, a part-
time therapist at the Cam-
bodian Family, said his
ability to speak Khmer and
being a refugee who fled
the Khmer Rouge regime
with his family in 1979 en-
ables him to better serve
clients who have similar
experiences.

He said his understand-
ing of those experiences
and Cambodian family dy-
namics allows him to me-
diate family issues be-
cause he is effectively able
to communicate various
perspectives across differ-
ent generations.

Lee previously worked
at the Orange County
Adult Behavioral Health
Services, Crisis Assess-
ment Team for about two
decades. He said he was
the only Khmer-speaking
therapist on the team and
rarely ever saw any other
Cambodian therapists.

He was offered a full-
time position at the Cam-
bodian Family, he said, but
opted to take on a part-
time caseload of 40 clients.
While he could and would
like to do more to serve
the community’s need, he
also wants to slow down
after having worked in the
field for 21 years.

Amina Sen-Matthews,
health program director at
the Cambodian Family,
said the agency is heavily
reliant on its nine health
navigators who double as
case managers to make
mental health services
more accessible to the
Cambodian community.
They educate clients
about mental health, ac-
company them to thera-
pists and psychiatrists and
serve as interpreters, all
while taking on similar re-
sponsibilities to increase
access to physical health-
care services.

Support for providers is
crucial as well, Hoang
said, which is part of the
reason he established
Viet-CARE. The group of-
fers the limited number of
bicultural and bilingual
providers who serve the
community a space to
process with each other.

“How do we take care of
ourselves and how do we
empower ourselves to take
care of ourselves?” he said.
“Because in the workplace
we experience discrimi-
nation by our peers, by our
non-Asian community. We
experience racism, we ex-
perience all types of hard-
ships within ourselves as
well. Some individuals,
even though they are pro-
viders, they have a lot to
work through on them-
selves.”

The USC Annenberg
Center for Health Jour-
nalism’s engagement ed-
itor, Danielle Fox, contrib-
uted engagement support
to this story, including set-
ting up four listening ses-
sions with 46 members of
the Cambodian and Viet-
namese American commu-
nities.

The next story in the
“Improving Healthcare Ac-
cess for Cambodians and
Vietnamese” series will ex-
amine efforts to address
the lack of culturally sensi-
tive healthcare access in
these communities.

Andrew Nguyen | Viet-CARE

VIET-CAREmembersandotherparticipants at the thirdannualAsian&Pacific IslanderMentalHealthEmpowermentConference
gather in frontof apickup truck that commemoratesveterans,whoareavulnerablepopulation tomentalhealthchallenges.

Andrew Nguyen / Viet-CARE CNG

MEMBERS OF Viet-CARE, which provides mental
healthcare services and advocacy for the Vietnamese
American community in Orange County

Genaro Molina | Los Angeles Times

MYNGUYENmarches in a Little Saigon rally in 2018
against the Trump Administration’s attempt to change
and violate the repatriation agreement between the U.S.
and Vietnam. That would have put 8,500 Vietnamese
Americans at risk of deportation.

Allen J. Schaben | Los Angeles Times

MINH TRAN of Westminster holds a sign and Pride flag as he protests the exclusion of
LGBT groups from the Tet parade in Little Saigon in 2013.

AGNES CONSTANTE is a
contributor to Times OC.

Continued from page R5
HEALTH



WWW.TIMESOC.COM TIMESOC SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 20, 2020 R7

Almost all children’s charities have 
been hurt by the pandemic and two 
thirds of them are uncertain about 
their future.  Your donation today will 
help ensure they will be there for our 
kids tomorrow.

TTo learn about all of the amazing 
organizations and to make your 
donation, visit us at the Virtual Festival 
at FestivalOfChildren.org/PonyUp.

 Sponsors

Media Sponsor

The organizations that support kids
need your help now more than ever!

inely find it amazing,” Kim
said. “With my club that I
started it last year, I didn’t
have many members — five
to seven members. But
Arush spread [the nonprof-
it] to multiple school dis-
tricts.”

O.C. Justice Project has
five executive board mem-
bers and chapter presidents
in seven Irvine and Tustin
high schools — University,
Woodbridge, Irvine, Portola,
Northwood, Arnold O.
Beckman and Foothill. They
plan to expand nonprofit
chapters to schools in Santa
Ana and Mission Viejo.

As of today, the nonprofit
has 41 members, but
Mehrotra said it’s bound to
grow since chapter presi-
dents have just started to
establish clubs at schools
this week.

Together the core mem-
bers have set up a bank ac-
count, website and social
media.

The organization has
three main goals: raising
awareness on specific social
justice issues, fundraising to
support the local commu-
nity and political outreach.

“We don’t specify exactly
what social justice issue we
want to tackle,” Khawani
said. “It’s because we want
to leave it up to our mem-
bers to sort of follow their
own passions and follow
what they deem as impor-
tant to themselves and give
them the platform and op-
portunity to tackle those is-
sues.”

Members gravitated
toward the Black Lives Mat-
ter movement during the
peak of protests in the
spring and summer.

In June, the nonprofit
hosted a Zoom roundtable
focused on the movement.
The purpose was to learn
about the movement and
talk about lived experience.
It lasted nearly three hours
with about 30 local students
joining the discussion.

Later, one of the board
members designed a Black
Lives Matter-themed T-shirt
to sell and donate all profits
to the Youth Justice Coali-
tion, which works to solve
the school-to-prison pipe-
line. They raised $700 and
shipped the shirts to people

in Anaheim, Huntington
Beach, Rancho Santa Mar-
garita, Santa Ana and Ful-
lerton.

Mehrotra said the next
fundraiser they are plan-
ning will benefit people
who were recently released
from California prisons.

In an effort to become
more involved in local poli-
tics, the nonprofit is hosting
a virtual town hall on
Sept. 19 with Irvine Coun-
cilwoman Farrah Khan,
who is running for mayor.

Part of the political
awareness aspect of the
nonprofit also includes
pitching op-ed pieces writ-
ten by students to media
outlets, putting together a
comprehensive voter guide
for state and O.C. elections
and launching a podcast
centered on conversations
with local community lead-
ers.

This year’s civil rights and
health climate shined a
spotlight on the organiza-
tion.

“The Black Lives Matter
movement definitely
helped sort of get that spark
that allowed our organiza-
tion to do even more. And it
was especially helpful given
the fact that we were all vir-
tual and we were still able to
do all of these different
types of things,” Mehrotra
said. “That’s what helped
draw people to our organi-
zation specifically because
they started hearing about
these issues.”

It’s no surprise to his fam-
ily that Mehrotra started the
nonprofit since they are po-
litically active. His older sis-
ter developed a startup
called JusticeText, a video
management tool that al-
lows public defenders to
easily process their video
evidence.

Mehrotra has a lot of
work going on. He is finaliz-
ing a list of colleges he’d like
to apply to. So far it’s a mix
of UCs and his dream
school, Columbia Uni-
versity.

“I don’t see O.C. Justice
Project going anywhere af-
ter I leave for college. Cause
I think that there is such a
strong, passionate group of
individuals — a lot of them
are freshmen. It’ll definitely
continue,” he said.

Continued from page R1
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lates) and the Gaze Art
program.

Valdez participates in
many of the program’s
classes — stretching,
mindfulness meditation
and art classes. Her ulti-
mate objective is to be-
come a volunteer and
spread hope to those who
are newly diagnosed with
cancer.

While most sessions are
offered at the hospital’s
Center for Cancer Preven-
tion and Treatment in
Orange, COVID-19
prompted classes to move
online.

The latest Gaze Art
workshop started in late
August over Zoom and will
stretch out for six weeks.
It’s open to cancer patients
and survivors treated at St.
Joseph Hospital as well as
those in the community.
Watercolor art supplies
were provided by the cen-
ter for pickup. The theme,
this time around, is smiles.

“I’m finding that even
some of the people I work
with often, I don’t recog-
nize them [when they are
wearing a face mask],” said
Janni Buaiz, the hospital’s
cancer wellness navigator.
“People were feeling very
distant and like their
smiles were gone. And so
we began to think about
transposing the idea of a
smile.”

Buaiz explained when a
patient is newly diag-
nosed, serious cancer
treatments have to be
done alone. Families can’t
come in and nurses can’t
be near patients like they
used to. The experience
can be isolating.

About 30 people tune in
weekly for a session that
typically begins with a
breathing exercise, moves
on to techniques of mixing
colors and then a guided
mindful meditation before
painting begins.

The Zoom meeting has
the feel of a support group.
Some of the patients know
each other and talk about
their lives. One woman
showed a photo of her
families’ newborn.

A few others pulled their
pets close to their cameras
to introduce them to the

group.
In the first workshop,

participants are tasked
with painting a face with a
smile and a face mask over
it. By the second work-
shop, they are asked to
think about what makes
them smile and paint it on
top of the sketched face.

Iris Ballard, 25, de-
scribes herself as a crafty
person. She loves art and
since the pandemic has
started painting at home
on her own.

She was diagnosed in
2018 with undifferentiated
carcinoma most likely
stemming from her ova-
ries. Prior to the diagnosis
she was active in Muay
Thai training at a Lake
Forest MMA gym she owns
with her husband.

Like Valdez, she signed
up for multiple classes
including the Gaze Art
workshop.

She said being creative
makes her feel productive.

“There’s people that
really need to think about
how to take in all the emo-
tion and all of the big
things that happen when
you’re diagnosed with any
catastrophic illness or
situation in which you
really don’t feel like you’re
in control and find a way
in which you can begin to
get grounded. Art just
works,” Buaiz said.

Although Buaiz leads
the meditative practices
during the workshop,
Heather Wallace leads the
art portions.

Wallace, who is also a
cancer survivor, teachers
children and adults art in
Rancho Santa Margarita’s
Jesus Life private school
and has taught through
Gaze Art program for
about a year.

She said being an art
teacher over Zoom is chal-
lenging.

“Not only can I not see
what they’re making, but
it’s really hard to gauge
their attitude — whether
they’re feeling frustrated or
need a little bit of extra
help and encouragement,”
Wallace said. “The good
thing is that everyone’s all
in the same boat so we get
to overcome these obsta-
cles together.”

The art workshops are

typically conducted once a
year.

However, this year there
will be four sessions in
total with the help of a
donation made to the
wellness program.

“Using art provides
avenues for growth that
wouldn’t normally be
there,” Wallace said.

“When you take that
creativity and put your
right brain into it, some-
thing just sparks. And by
teaching them these little
techniques where they can
feel successful and confi-
dent, I think that really
adds to their overall per-
ception of themselves as a
person. You go from can-
cer survivor or sick person
to a boost in confidence in
who they are and what
they can accomplish.”

Continued from page R1
WELLNESS

Courtesy of Janni Buaiz and Heather Wallace

CANCER PATIENT and survivor artwork completed through the Gaze Art program.

AN EXAMPLE of the smile-theme watercolor artwork
of the Gaze Art program offered at St. Joseph Hospital.
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