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As the vision in her right eye 
went completely dark, Katie Shilts 
remembers thinking eye strain was 
to blame. The vibrant young woman, 
working full time at an offi ce job and taking online classes to earn a mas-
ter’s degree, fi gured she was simply “overtaxing my eyes and needed extra 
help with my eyeglasses.” Turns out, she needed a lot more than that.

   Shilts, 31, would eventually be diagnosed with relapsing-remitting 
multiple sclerosis (RRMS) after tests showed two lesions, or spots, on her 
brain. A body scan revealed permanent damage in her spinal column and 
optic nerve. 

   It was a shock for her to join the over 400,000 Americans who have 
some form of MS, a chronic disease of the brain, spinal cord and optic 
nerves that disrupts communication between the brain and other parts of 
the body. Essentially, Shilt’s immune system—the network of cells and 
tissues that work together to defend her from invasion and infections—
mistakenly attacked nerve fi bers and caused injury to her central nervous 
system. 

   Autoimmune diseases, such as MS, lupus, rheumatoid arthritis and type 
1 diabetes, occur when the immune system turns against its own body. At 
least 23.5 million Americans suffer from one of 27 autoimmune diseases, 
according to the National Institutes of Health (NIH). An autoimmune dis-
ease (AD) can affect any organ in the body. 

   The AD classifi cation encompasses a wide range of diseases that have 
varied symptoms and outcomes, with women disproportionally affected. 

In fact, autoimmune diseases are the eighth leading cause of death among 
women. Although each disease is unique, many share the same symptoms 
of fatigue, dizziness and low-grade fever—signs that are not visible to the 
outside world compared to someone going through chemotherapy or con-
fi ned to a wheelchair. Symptoms can come and go, or be mild sometimes 
and severe at other moments, which are called “fl ares”. 

   Here’s how it happens: Normally, your body’s natural defense system 
protects you from intruders, such as a cold virus or bacteria on a piece of 
glass that cuts your fi nger, by identifying and killing the invaders before 
they hurt you. But sometimes problems within your immune system 
cause it to mistake the body’s healthy cells as invaders and then repeat-
edly attack them. The onslaught causes infl ammation, and can spread 
heat, redness, swelling and pain to whatever part of the body is targeted. 
An attack on the thyroid, as in Graves’ disease and thyroiditis, may 
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attacks

Katie Shilts watches Poudre Valley Hospital nurse Meghan Donning 
administer medication through an intravenous tube in her hand.  

The Fort Collins woman undergoes monthly drug therapy to treat 
her multiple sclerosis, an autoimmune disease that strikes an

unusually high number of Coloradans.
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Information in this publication is not a substitute for 
medical attention from your health-care provider. 
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As the leaves blow off the trees and the 
air turns cool, make some space in your shop-
ping bag for fresh, juicy pears. Whether you’re 
looking for a fi lling mid-afternoon snack or 
baking up some muffi ns to warm the troops on a 
chilly fall morning, you can’t go wrong with this 
versatile fruit. 

    The different varieties of pears offer a range 
of sweetness, from the blush red d’Anjou to the 
golden brown Bosc, but they all pack a nutri-
tional punch. Despite their smooth texture, one 
medium pear delivers 5 grams of total fi ber. If 
you’re eating one raw, the fl esh contains about 3 
grams of soluble fi ber, including pectin, which 
lowers LDL, the “bad” cholesterol.  

   “Pears are an excellent and delicious way to 
meet your daily goals for fi ber intake,” says 
Elizabeth Donovan, a registered dietitian and 
program manager at the Food Bank for Larimer 
County. “In addition to all the benefi ts fi ber pro-
vides, pears are also a good source of Vitamin C.  
Choose a pear for a snack or dessert and you’ll 
get 5 grams of fi ber—that’s 25% of your daily 
fi ber—and 10% of your daily recommended 
dose of Vitamin C.”

   If you’re in the mood for something more 
exotic, Masonville Orchards grows 
unique and unusual pear varieties 
such as: Ubileen, Honeysweet, 
Maxie, Crisp n’ Sweet, Orcas 
and Harrow Delight, as well as 
several Asian pear varieties. 
Area farmer’s markets are the 
best place to snag these locally 
grown pears. 

   Pears are picked from the tree 
while still hard and are best ripened 
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PEARS
by julie estlick
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3 cups strongly brewed jasmine green tea
1/3 cup sugar
1 (1-inch) piece fresh ginger, peeled and
thinly sliced crosswise
3 ripe but fi rm pears, such as Bosc, peeled, 
halved and cored, with stems left attached

Put tea, sugar and ginger into a wide, shal-
low pot and bring to a boil. Reduce heat to 
medium and simmer for 5 minutes. Arrange 
pears in pot in a single layer, cut sides down. 
Cover and simmer gently, spooning the liquid 
over the pears from time to time, until just 
tender, 15 to 20 minutes. 
Let pears cool in liquid, then serve warm or at 
room temperature with the fragrant poaching 
liquid spooned over the top.

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program’s “Double Up 
Food Bucks” matches a family’s spending on fresh produce at area farmer’s markets up to $20 
through vouchers that can be used at any participating market. (Ex: Spend $10 in SNAP dollars 
at the Drake Road Farmer’s Market and get a $10 voucher.) Check here for all locations:
https://livewellcolorado.org/healthy-communities/double-up-colorado

Try this pear recipe for a fragrant, 
delicious taste of the season: 

indoors at room temperature, Donovan says. 
Bartlett pears generally ripen in 5 days, Bosc 
in 7 days and d’Anjou in 7 to 10 days. You can 
speed ripening time by placing the fruit in a 
closed paper bag with a ripe banana or apple, 
as they all release ethylene gas, known as the 
“ripening hormone.”

Recipe from wholefoodsmarket.com

Ginger & Jasmine Tea Poached Pears

http://www.healthdistrict.org
http://www.facebook.com/healthdistrict
http://www.twitter.com/healthdistrict
http://www.wholefoodsmarket.com
https://livewellcolorado.org/healthy-communities/double-up-colorado
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a county-wide community health survey of 
adults. 

   A customized feature of the website is 
the Health District fact sheets that focus on 
certain issues within Larimer County such as 
access to health-care services, tobacco use 
and who is impacted by back pain. 

   The timing 
of the health 
tracker launch 
in September 
coincided with 
the start of the 
2016 Com-
munity Health 
Assessment, and 
the site will be 
updated with 

those fi ndings once they are released, accord-
ing to O’Donnell.

   “We are thrilled that the wealth of local 
health data we collect during our Community 
Health Assessment is now easily accessible to 
the public online, in one location,” says Sue 
Hewitt, evaluation coordinator for the Health 
District of Northern Larimer County. 

   Dawn Nannini, who writes grants for teen 
wellness programs, believes the site’s trove 
of information, organized by area of interest 
with easy-to-understand graphs, will make 
life easier for community organizations work-
ing to fi ll gaps in services. 

c o m m u n i t y  r e s o u r c e

re people your age getting their cho-
lesterol checked? What is the coun-
ty’s teen pregnancy rate? How many 

children in our area have asthma? Answers 
to these and many other questions about 
community health in Larimer County are 
now found in one place: the Larimer Health 
Tracker website. 

   The recently launched site, 
larimerhealthtracker.com, serves as a hub 
for Larimer County health data collected 
by local, state and national organizations, 
making it a handy resource for community 
organizations, students, reporters and inter-
ested citizens seeking information, says Katie 
O’Donnell, public information offi cer for the 
Larimer County De-
partment of Health 
and Environment. 

   “During county 
strategic planning 
and a community-
wide assessment, 
we recognized it 
was next to impos-
sible to collect all 
the data in one place,” O’Donnell says. “We 
needed a centralized location for local health 
data, and with this site we have data pulled 
from state and federal repositories that is vet-
ted and aggregated for us.”

   Larimer Health Tracker provides two types 
of health information: locally collected health 
data, which is broken down into age, educa-
tion, income and gender; and state and nation-
ally collected health data that is specifi c to 
Larimer County.

   The local data comes from the Health Dis-
trict of Northern Larimer County’s Commu-
nity Health Assessment, which is conducted 
every three years and includes results from 

   “The data tracker is a huge benefi t to those 
of us who rely on up-to-date statistics to 
demonstrate community need and measure 
impact,” says Nannini, associate director of 
TEAM Wellness & Prevention in Fort Col-
lins. “Grantors now expect data that backs up 
program goals or practices. Readily accessible 
community-, county- and state-level data will 
make funding requests much more straight-
forward than they have been, and there will be 
signifi cant savings in resources.”

   In the past, nonprofi ts and local groups 
relied on the Health section of the Larimer 
County Compass website for data, but that 
site was discontinued in 2012. The Larimer 
Health Tracker is much more comprehensive, 
however, with over 700 health indicators, or 
characteristics, including socioeconomic and 
environmental measures which strongly affect 
a community’s health status, notes O’Donnell.

See page 7 for more on the 2016 Community 
Health Assessment.

Click here
for

community 
health data

by julie estlick
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Check it out:
larimerhealthtracker.org

A

The Larimer Health 
Tracker is a huge asset 
to our county.
~ Dawn Nannini, TEAM Wellness & Prevention“ ”

Want your voice to be heard on 
issues affecting the health of your 
community? The tracker includes 
a handy link to Colorado health 
legislation that is updated daily and 
a button to email state lawmakers 
directly.

Speak Up!

http://www.larimerhealthtracker.org


   Goals for each school garden are the same—namely, to provide experiential learning in an out-
door environment; engage students, staff, families and community members; and promote well-
ness through healthy food choices. 

   “Each garden brings unique opportunities for each school,” notes Brantley. “High school stu-
dents are using gardens for business, agriculture, biology and chemistry. At the elementary school 
level, such as at Putnam, the garden has really brought the community together.”

   Putnam families and community members help monitor the school’s Learning Garden, espe-
cially during the summer, says Melissa Rivera, who serves as garden coordinator in addition to her 
roles as school secretary and 
health tech. Families also 
enjoy spending time at the 
garden. 

   “In terms of hands-on 
learning, we want students 
to know the life cycle and 
parts of plants, and gain a 
basic understanding of what 
grows in the garden and how 
to take care of it,” she says. 
“As we move forward with 
fi rst-grade garden integration 
with curriculum, we look to 
do more tastings and send 
home recipes in addition to 
sending home the produce 
harvested.” 

   Other types of learning and 
community interaction also 
transpire in school gardens. 

   “The space is often used for classroom reading time and ‘brain breaks,’” notes Rivera. “Teachers 
use the garden as an extension of the classroom to teach emotional regulation.” 

   Culhane has noticed that Bauder’s gardens, now in their third year, have created a welcoming 
open space that people fl ock to for picnics and relaxation. Making the gardens inviting is just one 
more way to grow community interest, involvement and support.
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ast fall, Bauder Elementary School’s 
Learning Garden produced a bum-
per crop of potatoes, not to mention 
a healthy supply of squash, tomatoes, 
sunfl owers, tomatillos and herbs. 

   “The potatoes were hilariously fun,” 
recalls fi fth-grade teacher Butterscotch 
Culhane. At harvest time, students 
visited the garden in waves, each class 
digging deeper and coming up with 
more spuds. In the end, they’d fi lled a 
5-gallon bucket. Cooks at the Fort Col-
lins school produced bowl after bowl of 
potato salad. With each batch, they sent 
students out to pick different herbs to 
add, so they could taste and smell the 
differences.

   More and more local school gardens 
are sprouting up each year, and 16 Pou-
dre School District (PSD) schools now 
have their own gardens, says Amanda 
Brantley, PSD Wellness Coordinator. 

   Types of school gardens vary widely. 
The raised beds may be dedicated to 
vegetable, fl ower or salsa gardens, na-
tive gardens, butterfl y gardens or any 
other theme the school desires. One of 
Bauder’s gardens is a sensory garden, 
overfl owing with herbs and plants that 
have a distinct aroma or fl avor that 
students can experience through touch, 
smell and taste. The school’s Three Sis-
ters Garden, featuring corn, beans and 
squash, arose from an Iroquois legend 
that these crops are inseparable sisters 
who only grow and thrive together.

   “Tons of online resources are avail-
able for school garden communities,” 
says Brantley. “The nonprofi t organiza-
tion The Kitchen Community provides 
a Learning Garden grant that includes 
educators and additional support and 
guidance. They’ve also developed a cur-
riculum that meets national science and 
health standards.”

by kathy hayes

l o c a l  r e s o u r c e  p r o f i l e

TogetherTogether
We GrowWe Grow
Local school gardens

embrace nature’s
teachings

All school gardens begin with a garden team. To get 
involved with a PSD school garden or to participate 
on the district’s School Garden Steering Committee, 

contact Wellness Coordinator Amanda Brantley,
abrantle@psdschools.org.

For a program overview, read the
PSD School Garden Resource Packet:

https://www.psdschools.org/webfm/7176

Ready to Get Growing?Ready to Get Growing?

Students tend plants in a school Learning Garden in Fort Collins. Classes use the gardens to 
study science, math and other subjects and the harvest bounty is served in the school cafeteria. 

LL

https://www.psdschools.org/webfm/7176


HEALTH INSURANCE HELP

 Your LOCAL resource.
All appointments are FREE. 

For an appointment for in-person assistance:

(970) 472-0444
larimerhealthconnect.org

Have health insurance but 
need to renew?
REVIEW before you RENEW—It’s IMPORTANT!
If you bought a health plan through the Connect for Health 
Colorado Marketplace, your plan may renew soon for 2017. Check 
to see if your plan still meets your needs. It might be a mistake to 
let your plan renew automatically. Don’t get stuck with a plan that is 
not right for you!

If you bought a health plan outside of the Marketplace, you can 
still check out the Connect for Health Colorado Marketplace to 
see if there is a better option for you, or if you qualify for fi nancial 
assistance.

No health insurance?
Think you can’t afford it? Many people
are surprised to fi nd out they are eligible
for discounts.
Don't give up on health insurance without checking with an experienced 
guide to see if you qualify for low cost insurance! Health insurance can be 
complicated. That’s why Larimer Health Connect is here to help you. We 
make it easier.

94% of people in Larimer County have health insurance—join them!

Inside this guide, you will find 
the information you need to get 
the right health insurance for 
you and your family.
Top 7 things you should know:

1. There are options
 Health insurance plans are available for different needs and
 budgets. You might be eligible for signifi cant discounts.

2. Having health insurance is a relief
 It helps protect your health and fi nancial security. One of the top   
 three reasons for bankruptcy is health-care costs. Don’t go
 unprotected!

3. Eligibility changes
 Even if you didn’t qualify for fi nancial assistance before, you
 may qualify now.

4. Plans change
 Plans, rates, provider networks and prescription drug formularies   
 change every year. If you are already covered, it’s important to   
 check your plan to make sure it covers everything you need.

5. It's the law
 Most people are required by law to have health insurance. You 
 may face a penalty of at least $695 (and in many cases, much 
 more) if you do not have health insurance.

6. We are here to help 
 Talking with a Health Coverage Guide can help you understand 
 your own personal options and eligibility.  

7. Don't miss the deadlines!
 Open enrollment begins Nov. 1, 2016 and ends Jan. 31, 2017.
 If you miss the deadline, you might have to wait until next fall to 
 sign up, unless you are eligible for a Special Enrollment Period.

I am shocked that I have qualified 
for a credit based on my income. 
Today we have signed up and are 
paying a quarter of the cost. 
Today is a GREAT DAY!

~ Larimer Health Connect client

“
”

http://www.larimerhealthconnect.org


About $32,300 $97,200

Less than $32,300

You’ll have NO monthly
premium payments 

and VERY LOW copayments
(for things like doctors,
labs and prescriptions)

About $32,300 $60,750
You’ll have LOWER monthly premium 

payments AND HELP paying for
copayments and deductibles
IF you choose a qualifi ed plan

 

You’ll have LOWER monthly premium payments

If you are a qualifying FAMILY OF 4 making...
$0 $32,300 $60,750 $97,200

About $15,800 $47,520

Less than $15,800

You’ll have NO monthly 
premium payments 

and VERY LOW copayments
(for things like doctors,
labs and prescriptions)

About $15,800 $29,700
You’ll have LOWER monthly premium 

payments AND HELP paying for
copayments and deductibles
IF you choose a qualifi ed plan

You’ll have LOWER monthly premium payments

If you are a qualifying INDIVIDUAL making...
$0 $15,800 $29,700 $47,520

If you already have health insurance in the 
Connect for Health Colorado Marketplace
Your plan may renew automatically. That may sound easier, but it may not be your best choice.
It’s important to review your options again. 

 • Your plan costs or available health-care providers may change.

 • Monthly premiums, copays, prescriptions and other costs also might change. Check! 

 • Your situation may have changed. There may be a plan that costs less and works
  better for your needs. 

Check carefully – some people who didn’t check last year were surprised when their plan had 
higher rates or different doctors.

Don’t delay – you only have a short time to decide. If you want help from Larimer Health Connect, 
call NOW to be sure we can reserve an appointment between Nov. 1 and Dec. 15 in order to keep 
your coverage continuous in 2017.

If you don’t have health insurance 
You might qualify for fi nancial help with a plan from the Connect for 
Health Colorado Marketplace. These private plans can have big dis-
counts. (See box below.) 

You must sign up for a Marketplace plan during open enrollment period. Open enrollment for 
2017 coverage is Nov. 1, 2016 – Jan. 31, 2017. Start early to be sure you don’t miss it!  (You may 
be able to enroll in a Marketplace plan later in the year if you have a life-change event—such as 
marriage or divorce, a new child, loss of other health coverage or change in residence.)

If you are an individual with income below $15,800 or a family of four with income below $32,300, 
you may qualify for Colorado’s lowest-cost health plans: Health First Colorado (Colorado’s Medicaid 
Program) or Child Health Plan Plus (CHP+). You can enroll in these plans at any time. We can help 
with enrollment or renewal.

IF YOU HAVE MEDICARE
If you have questions or need help with Medicare, please call (970) 495-8560 to talk to a trained 
Medicare counselor with the Aspen Club at UCHealth. Larimer Health Connect does not provide 
assistance with Medicare applications. If you are eligible for Medicare, you are not eligible to shop 
for Marketplace insurance plans.

Significant discounts may apply to you

Larimer Health Connect 
helped me… find plan 
options that covered my 
prescriptions and showed 
me how to find the right 
plan that covered things 
[I need]. I would be paying 
way higher costs if I didn’t 
get this help.

~ Larimer Health Connect client

“
”!



Free local help
Larimer Health Connect is a free service that helps people fi nd the best options for health 
insurance to meet their family’s health needs and budget. It is a project of the Health District 
of Northern Larimer County, a public special district dedicated to improving the health of our 
community. Our trained staff provides free, impartial, in-person assistance with new free and 
lower-cost health insurance plans, including plans from the Connect for Health Colorado Mar-
ketplace.

We can: • Answer your questions

 • Explain how health insurance works, and help you sort through and understand 
  your options so you can make an informed choice that’s best for your situation

 • Assist with enrollment

We cannot offer advice on what plan to choose. If you need help making a fi nal decision, see 
the Connect for Health Colorado website for a list of certifi ed brokers.

If you’re not sure what’s right for you or have questions, contact us! We can help you sort it out. 
You can schedule as many free appointments with Larimer Health Connect as you need. We’ll 
work with you until you are covered.

Who we can help 
Individuals and families who currently:
 • Have no health insurance

 • Bought insurance through the Connect for Health Colorado Marketplace 
  and need to review their plan before renewing

  Buy their own health insurance

 • Have coverage from Health First Colorado (Colorado’s Medicaid 
  Program) or CHP+ and you need help reporting changes in income or 
  household size, or you are nearing your yearly redetermination date

 • Get health insurance from an employer, but the cost for the covered 
  employee is more than 9.69% of household income

More resources for assistance 
In-person help

Larimer Health Connect, (970) 472-0444 or larimerhealthconnect.org

Salud Family Health Center, Fort Collins (303) 697-2583

Sunrise Loveland Community Health Center, (970) 669-4855

Northern Colorado AIDS Project, (303) 837-1501, ext. 151

Brokers
Experienced in selling insurance and paid a commission.
Brokers certifi ed by Connect for Health Colorado are listed
on connectforhealthco.com.

Phone or online
Connect for Health Colorado
855 PLANS-4-YOU (855-752-6749)
connectforhealthco.com

Health First Colorado (Colorado’s Medicaid
Program) or CHP+
colorado.gov/peak

Old Town

144 N. Mason St., Unit 7
Fort Collins
Regular Hours:
M–F 8 a.m.–5 p.m.

Open Enrollment Hours 
(Nov. 1, 2016-Jan. 31, 2017):

M, W, F 8 a.m.–5 p.m.
T, Th 8 a.m.–8 p.m.

Occasional Saturday hours will be 
available. Call (970) 472-0444 or check 

larimerhealthconnect.org for dates and times.
Appointments strongly encouraged. Walk-ins may be 
accommodated depending on staff availability.

FC North

Health District
120 Bristlecone Dr.
Fort Collins
By appointment only.

N

N

Larimer Health Connect locations

Loveland

Community Life 
Center
1511 E. 11th St.
Loveland

Open T, W, Th 
(Nov. 1, 2016–

Jan. 31, 2017)
By appointment only. 

Call (970) 472-0444 or check 
larimerhealthconnect.org for available 

appointment times.

N

Additional locations and times may be added throughout 
Larimer County. Please call (970) 472-0444 or check
larimerhealthconnect.org for more information or to schedule 
an appointment at any of our locations.

”
For an appointment for free, in-person assistance:

(970) 472-0444
larimerhealthconnect.org

[The guide was] knowledgeable, professional, 
insightful and friendly. Without guidance I 
likely would have stumbled through the pro-
cess and risked not choosing the plan best 
suited to my needs.

~ Larimer Health Connect client

“
”

http://www.larimerhealthconnect.org
http://www.larimerhealthconnect.org
http://www.larimerhealthconnect.org
http://www.larimerhealthconnect.org
http://www.connectforhealthco.com
http://www.connectforhealthco.com
http://www.colorado.gov/peak
http://www.larimerhealthconnect.org


Last day to buy a 2017 plan to avoid a tax penalty 
unless you have a qualifying life-change event.

Renew or purchase a new plan for 
January 1, 2017 coverage.

Open Enrollment, the time you can enroll in Connect for Health Colorado 
health insurance, starts November 1, 2016! 

Important dates:

What to bring to your appointment
Home and/or mailing addresses for everyone applying for coverage

Social Security numbers/cards of each member of the household  (if a legal immigrant, please bring your documentation, such as a green card or other
offi cial documentation)

Photo ID (a passport may be used in place of the birth certifi cate and photo ID)

Birth certifi cate(s) (an original or certifi ed copy—not the souvenir copy provided by a hospital at birth) 

Employer and income information for each member of the household (for example, wage and tax statements such as pay stubs or W-2 forms) 

If self-employed, a ledger indicating your revenue and expenses (Schedule C from last year’s tax fi ling may be helpful for estimating 2017 income)

Information about any other income earned by household members (if you have income from rental property, please bring in a copy of the lease agreement)

Your best estimate of what your household income will be in 2017

Information on how you fi le your taxes

Information and policy numbers for health insurance plans currently covering 
members of the household

Information about any job-related health insurance that anyone in the household 
may be able to get, even if they are not enrolled in it

If anyone in the home is disabled, information about assets and expenses for the 
household (this may allow you access to additional programs)

Names of preferred health-care providers and prescription drugs you take

Documents verifying your authorized representative (if you choose to have one)

A valid email address to create an account (if you do not already have an email 
address for your account, you can sign up for a free Gmail or Yahoo email 
account)

User name and password for PEAK and/or Connect for Health Colorado, if 
already created

NOTE: If you have received a Medicaid denial already, you will need the 1B or 5B 
Case Number to move forward with Connect for Health Colorado. The number 
can be located in the letter that the Department of Human Services sent to you or 
by contacting the Larimer County Department of Human Services. Please make 
sure to bring that number with you to your appointment. If you don’t have your 
number, call us at least two days before your scheduled appointment so we can help track it down.
If you have questions about what to bring, call us at (970) 472-0444.

Start shopping for your 2017 
health insurance plan!

 Your LOCAL resource.
All appointments are FREE. 

For an appointment for in-person assistance:

(970) 472-0444
larimerhealthconnect.org

Let us help you check out your options.

26+ and can’t stay on your
parent’s health insurance?

http://www.larimerhealthconnect.org
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in northern Colorado, fall and winter days are shorter than 
summer days, but it’s not like we’re living in the Arctic Circle. So, 
why do some of us feel so listless in the winter? Seasonal Affective 
Disorder may be one culprit.

   The earth’s seasons happen because our planet is tilted on its axis. 
The intensity of sunlight we get while leaning away from the sun 
is lower than when we are leaning in. That means sunlight hits us 
less directly in winter. It turns out, our brains really miss those rays. 
Some of us need a full 10,000 lux (unit of illumination) to feel our 
energetic best. Winter in Colorado gives us more like 6,000 or 8,000 
lux. 

   The resulting depression symptoms some people develop are called 
Seasonal Affective Disorder or SAD. In addition to the typical symp-
toms of depression like feeling irritable, withdrawn, having trouble 
concentrating and even thoughts of suicide, winter SAD symptoms 
typically include feeling tired, sleeping more and overeating—
especially consuming too many carbohydrates. When spring arrives, 
those symptoms disappear only to return the next winter. 

   Dr. Harris Jensen is a psychiatrist in Fort Collins who has seen this 
pattern of winter depression many times in his 20-year career. 

   “Studies show that in Colorado, maybe 5 to 10 percent of people 
experience a lowering of mood, energy or motivation in the winter 
months. Of  that 10 percent, probably 1 or 2 percent (of those ex-
hibiting symptoms) experience severe clinical depression. In those 
cases, it becomes diffi cult to get to work or school. People may skip 
days at work,” Jensen says. People especially notice their seasonal 
depression symptoms when they take a sunny vacation during the 
winter. Coming home after 10-hour days in the sun, “you really see 
the difference that light makes.”

   Jensen says one obvious solution is more light. “Studies show that 
light therapy actually does a very good job for seasonal depression 
as well as regular depression.” In fact, a 2006 study published in the 
American Journal of Psychiatry found that exposure to full-spec-
trum light can have an equivalent outcome to taking antidepressant 
medication for some people, and several other medical studies have 
backed up those fi ndings. Full-spectrum bulbs deliver 10,000 lux and 

the colors mimic outdoor daylight, though recent recommendations 
call for white fl uorescent lights that completely fi lter out dangerous 
ultraviolet (UV) radiation that can damage eyes and skin.
 
   The catch is that good light-therapy lamps can run about $200. 
They’re clunky, shine right in your eyes and take up precious table-
top space. Ideal treatment usually means sitting 16-24 inches in 
front of the light box for 30 minutes daily, within the fi rst hour of 
waking. Talk to your doctor fi rst about how to choose and use light 
therapy since there may be special precautions if you have bipolar 
disorder or certain eye diseases. You may also fi nd relief at a lower 
intensity like 2,500 lux or shorter sessions. 

   Jensen’s patients usually get results with light therapy, but often 
don’t stick with it. “If there are 10 people with seasonal depression, 
and they try a medicine, probably six or seven will get better. If they 
all tried full-spectrum (light therapy), probably nine would get bet-
ter, but only one would stay with it a year later.”  

   The psychiatrist has tweaked his own process and keeps a bright 
light fl oor lamp on in his offi ce all day. He says enough rays refl ect 
back at him, that he’s still running full steam at the end of a 10-hour 
day. 

   However, a strong dose of light with your Wheaties isn’t the only 
treatment option. SAD symptoms are also responsive to antidepres-
sant medication, counseling and a regular exercise routine. So if you 
feel those winter blues seeping in, pay a visit to your health-care 
provider and learn how to get the spring back in your step.
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Curing theCuring the
winter blueswinter blues

FeelingFeeling

The Sunbox Company
sunbox.com
The Light Center (in Fort Collins)
lightcenterinc.com 
Northern Light Technologies
northernlighttechnologies.com

Therapy-grade
lighting
available at:

SAD:

http://www.sunbox.com
http://www.lightcenterinc.com
http://www.northernlighttechnologies.com


Supporting someone with AD 
There are approximately 23.5 million Americans suffering from an 
autoimmune disease. Chances are you have a family member, friend or 
co-worker battling one of these invisible illnesses. 

Without seeing when someone is in pain, how can you help?

Offer a listening ear

Offer to help if you can

Show understanding during fl are-ups

Be compassionate when their energy is low

Don’t get upset when plans change

Don’t offer unsolicited advice (AD symptoms and responses
are quite personalized)

Don’t comment on their number of sick days or bathroom trips

   The stress wears on Kepler some days. He informed his boss and 
co-workers about his condition so they would understand his frequent 
trips to the bathroom or why some days he is too ill to come into the of-
fi ce even though he “seems” healthy. Kepler is co-team lead of Larimer 
Health Connect, a program of the Health District of Northern Larimer 
County that helps people fi nd the right health insurance coverage on the 
state health insurance exchange. He is also a husband and father to a busy 
2-year-old daughter. 

Health insurance safety net
   Ironically, getting sick has made it easier for him to help clients under-
stand their choices for quality health insurance and how coverage can 
make a difference. “When someone comes in and says, ‘I’m healthy, I can 
get along without health insurance,’ I don’t buy that,” Kepler says. “Do 
NOT forgo coverage. I’m in my 20s, active and was hardly ever sick. If I 
didn’t have health insurance, our family would be in trouble right now.”

   Kepler admits he is a more compassionate person than before his 
disease. “I have a newfound sense of empathy for an illness where you 
can’t see the symptoms—there is so much more to ‘disability’,” he says. 
“Certain days are worse than others. It’s easy for people to characterize 
feelings of sickness as temporary, like a cold where you feel lousy now 
but it will pass. I’ll have UC for the rest of my life. That's hard to under-
stand if you don’t have a chronic disease.” 
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cause weight loss or weight gain, nervousness or fatique, but if the dis-
ease affects the joints (rheumatoid arthritis) you could have joint pain, 
stiffness and even lose function. 

   The cause of these diseases is unknown, but triggers may include 
bacteria or viruses, chemical or environmental irritants, drugs, smoking 
and obesity. There is no known cure for AD.

   Some people with AD face a lifetime of uncertainty, juggling medica-
tions and lifestyle adjustments in the hopes of minimizing fl ares. Others, 
like those with psoriasis, can control their symptoms and outbreaks of 
red, scaly skin with medicated creams or ointments.   

   “Management of autoimmune diseases is quite variable because some 
patients don't need treatment and some do depending on their symptoms. 
Some patients experience symptoms that are debilitating, while in 
others the disease is quiet,” says Dr. Sheila Copple, a primary care doctor 
at UCHealth’s East Loveland offi ce who is treating Shilts. 

   Interestingly, where we live can put us at higher risk for certain dis-
eases. In Colorado, an estimated 1 in 550 people have one of the four 
forms of multiple sclerosis, an extremely high percentage compared to 
the rest of the country, according to the Rocky Mountain MS Center. The 
incidence of MS increases with increased distance from the equator, and 
Colorado’s latitude is one possible explanation for our high numbers.  

   “There’s no question our location is a factor in our higher rates of MS,” 
says Dr. John Corboy, co-director of Rocky Mountain MS Center at the 
University of Colorado and professor of neurology at the University of 
Colorado School of Medicine. “It suggests a role with vitamin D defi cien-
cy or a virus that might be in this latitude, but we really don’t know.”

   While there is no cure for MS, Corboy recommends a regimen of 
medications, vitamin D supplements, diet, exercise, plenty of rest and 
avoiding stress that research has shown can ease symptoms, slow the rate 
of attacks and help the body restore function after an episode. Shilts has 
taken the advice to heart. 

Always fighting 

   “Living with an autoimmune disease makes you have a different 
perspective,” says Shilts. “I don’t always see myself as sick, but I do 
see myself as always fi ghting. My husband is a rock star for helping me 
through this. I’ve learned to enjoy life, but still make healthy decisions 
every single day and that’s been a good education for me.”

   Each person with AD has a unique experience. One individual may 
respond well to medications that make another nauseous. Relief might be 
achieved quickly for your husband, but your mother’s friend may struggle 
month after month. 

   For Devin Kepler, being symptom-free seems like a happy fantasy right 
now. Six months after he was diagnosed with ulcerative colitis (UC), the 
28-year-old currently manages a number of medications to get his body’s 
infl ammation under control. 

   “My fl are-up came out of nowhere,” says Kepler, who had never heard 
of UC before a colonoscopy showed infl ammation in the lining of his co-
lon. “It’s all very surreal. Your life becomes symptom management, and 
there is this underlying stress about what’s going on.” 

   Ulcerative colitis is infl ammation and ulcers in the colon (large intes-
tine) and rectum, and the main symptoms are abdominal pain and diar-
rhea mixed with blood. A course of steroids helped Kepler’s symptoms 
improve some, but since going off them he’s been dealing with multiple 
medication changes. 

cover story continued from page 1

Get help
If you suspect you may have lingering 
symptoms of an autoimmune disease, 
talk to your doctor.

For more information:
https://www.womenshealth.gov/publications/our-publications/fact-sheet/autoimmune-diseases.html
http://niams.nih.gov/health_info/autoimmune/default.asp

SS ti ithh AADD

https://www.womenshealth.gov/publications/our-publications/fact-sheet/autoimmune-diseases.html
http://niams.nih.gov/health_info/autoimmune/default.asp


   The Health District of Northern Larimer County is 
taking the pulse of the community, and it’s asking local 
residents for help.

   This fall, Larimer County residents are being asked to 
participate in a pair of research efforts that will help the 
Health District better understand the health, and health-
care needs, of the community.

   The fi rst is a health survey that was sent to several 
thousand randomly selected households in early Octo-
ber. The 12-page, 65-question survey covers a broad 
range of subjects, including personal health, health 
behaviors—such as diet, physical activity, smoking and 
alcohol use—and access to health-care services. 

   If your household was selected to participate in the 
Community Health Survey, you have until the end of 
November to complete it. You can return the survey 
booklet by mail or answer the questions online. You are 
strongly encouraged to participate. It’s your chance to 
play an active part in building a healthier community.

   All survey responses are completely confi dential. 
The Health District keeps no personal information on 
individual participants. 

   The Community Health Survey is a scientifi cally 
designed research effort. Only one adult in each household that has been se-
lected can participate. However, anyone can take part in the Community Health 
Forums that the Health District is hosting this November.

   Community Health Forums are public discussions that allow attendees to 
share their hopes and concerns about local health-care issues. They are open to 
the public, but reservations are required.

   Both the survey and forums are part of the Health District’s Community 
Health Assessment process that has occurred every three years since 1995. 
More than 2,800 Larimer County residents took the last Community Health 
Survey in 2013, and more than 180 people participated in the public forums.
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Health District seeks public input through survey, forums   

You can return the survey booklet by mail or complete it online. Your participation will help the Health District 
and other local organizations create a healthier community. All survey responses are completely confi dential. 

Was your household selected to take the Community Health Survey?

   Information gathered through the Community Health Assessment helps the 
Health District design programs and services that improve the health of the 
community. Results also are shared with other local organizations working on 
health-related issues.

   Partial support for this year’s survey comes from the Larimer County 
Department of Health and Environment, North Colorado Health Alliance, 
TEAM Wellness & Prevention, CanDo Loveland and LiveWell Colorado. 

   People interested in more information about the 2016 Community 
Health Survey can call the Health District at (970) 224-5209 or visit 
healthdistrict.org/community-health-assessment.

The following forums are open to the general public.
Seating is limited, and reservations are required.
Dinner and a small thank you gift will be provided to the 
first 20 people who RSVP and attend.
RSVP to Katherine Chu, (970) 224-5209,
kchu@healthdistrict.org. 

Community Health Forums Wednesday, November 16  •  6 – 7:30 p.m.
Health District offi ces  •  120 Bristlecone Drive  •  Fort Collins

Thursday, November 17  •  4 – 5 p.m.
Senior Center  •  1200 Raintree Drive  •  Fort Collins

Thursday, November 17  •  6 – 8 p.m. (for Spanish-speaking community members)
The Family Center/La Familia  •  309 Hickory Street  •  Fort Collins

Colorado’s Medicaid Program becomes Health First Colorado
   One of Colorado’s largest health insurers has changed its name. 

   Health First Colorado (Colorado’s Medicaid Program) is the new name for 
the public health insurance program that provides vital health coverage for 
more than a million state residents.

   The name change, which also includes a new logo, became offi cial in June.  
Although the name has changed, the coverage remains the same.

   Health First Colorado (Colorado’s Medicaid Program) provides coverage for 
qualifying Colorado residents who have low incomes. It is funded jointly by the 
federal government and the State of Colorado.

   Health First Colorado (Colorado’s Medicaid Program) covers most of the 
same health-care services other insurance plans do, including doctor visits, lab 
tests, hospitalization, prescriptions, vision care and mental health and substance 
use treatment. In 2015, a dental benefi t for adults was added, enabling more 
local residents to get care at the Health District of Northern Larimer County’s 

Family Dental Clinic and other 
community dentist offi ces.

   It has no premiums or deduct-
ibles, and copays are very low.

   Larimer County residents can 
check to see if  they qualify for Health First Colorado (Colorado’s Medicaid 
Program) by contacting Larimer Health Connect, a Health District program that 
offers free, one-on-one enrollment services for this and other lower-cost health 
insurance options. 

   For more information on Health First Colorado (Colorado’s Medicaid 
Program), visit healthfi rstcolorado.com. To make an appointment 
with Larimer Health Connect, call (970) 472-0444 or visit 
larimerhealthconnect.org.

™

http://www.healthdistrict.org/community-health-assessment
http://www.larimerhealthconnect.org
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classes, screenings and services

Free, 5-10 minute walk-in blood pressure reading and consultation with a 
registered nurse. 
The consultation includes discussion and materials on:
• What does blood pressure mean? 
• How can I keep my blood pressure where it needs to be,
 lowering my risk of heart attack and stroke? 
• What’s the right way to monitor my blood pressure? 
• Follow-up suggestions

Checks are the second Monday of each month, 
10 a.m.-12 p.m. at the Fort Collins Senior Center, 
1200 Raintree. No appointment necessary.
Visit healthdistrict.org/heart for more information. 

cholesterol tests blood pressure checks
OFFERED MONTHLY!Find out your total cholesterol, HDL, LDL, triglycerides and blood 

glucose numbers; learn what they mean and what to do about them.
Health District residents who have never received our test are 
eligible to receive their fi rst test for free. Health District boundaries 
include Fort Collins, Laporte, Wellington, Red Feather Lakes, Liver-
more, Bellvue and Timnath.
Cost for all others is $15. Sliding fees available.
Cholesterol tests are 8:15-10:30 a.m. unless otherwise indicated.
Appointments strongly recommended; call (970) 224-5209. Walk-ins 
accepted only if space allows. An 8-hour fast is recommended for best 
results; water and medications are permitted.
Visit healthdistrict.org/heart for more information.

thinking of  quitting tobacco?

INDIVIDUAL
COUPLES/BUDDIES
GROUP SESSIONS

Call today:

(970) 224-5209

Upcoming Wednesday group session:
January 18 – February 22, 2017

(6 – 7:30 p.m.)
Call in advance to register—space is limited!

Please arrive 30 minutes early for the fi rst session.

Hundreds of
Fort Collins

residents have quit
by using our Step 
Free from Tobacco

program and
YOU CAN, TOO!

We can help!

Free nicotine patches / gum / lozenges
Free fi rst session
Positive, supportive approach
Sliding fees for those who qualify

➤

➤

➤

➤

additional services

Dental Connections
Referrals to dentists and help fi nding affordable care  
202 Bristlecone • (970) 493-3366 • healthdistrict.org/dental
Family Dental Clinic
Affordable dental care for children and adults
202 Bristlecone • (970) 416-5331 • healthdistrict.org/dental
HealthInfoSource.com
A comprehensive online guide to local health information
Larimer Advance Care Planning Team
425 W. Mulberry, #110 • (970) 482-1909 • larimeradvancecare.org
Larimer Health Connect
Connect for Health Colorado and CHP+/Health First Colorado (Colo-
rado’s Medicaid Program) Outreach Project, Prescription Assistance
144 N. Mason, Unit 7 • (970) 472-0444 • larimerhealthconnect.org
Mental Health Connections A partnership with SummitStone Health Partners
Mental health and substance abuse resources
525 W. Oak • (970) 221-5551 • mentalhealthconnections.org

healthdistrict.org/quitsmoking

November 
 Tues., Nov. 1 – Senior Center, 1200 Raintree 
 Thurs., Nov. 3 – Spirit of Joy Church, 4501 S. Lemay
 Tues., Nov. 8 – Health District, 120 Bristlecone
 Tues., Nov. 15 – Larimer County Courthouse offi ces, 200 W. Oak
 Thurs., Nov. 17 – Senior Center, 1200 Raintree
 Tues., Nov. 22 – Harmony Library, 4616 S. Shields

December
 Thurs., Dec. 1 – Spirit of Joy Church, 4501 S. Lemay
 Tues., Dec. 6 – Senior Center, 1200 Raintree
 Tues., Dec. 13 – Health District, 120 Bristlecone
 Thurs., Dec. 15 – Senior Center, 1200 Raintree

January
 Wed., Jan. 4 – Senior Center, 1200 Raintree
 Thurs., Jan. 19 – Senior Center, 1200 Raintree

A no-cost service to help you
create your end-of-life care plan.

Already have a plan? We can help you update it,
if necessary. Services include notarizing documents 

and distributing plans to health agencies.

LarimerAdvanceCare.org 
970.482.1909

http://www.healthdistrict.org/heart
http://www.healthdistrict.org/heart
http://www.healthdistrict.org/quitsmoking
http://www.larimeradvancecare.org
http://www.larimeradvancecare.org
http://www.larimerhealthconnect.org
http://www.mentalhealthconnections.org

