Finding
the cost
of deadly
mistakes

* Family of man who
died in dentist’s chair asks
court for compensation

By DAvID KNOX
Beacon Journal sigfFworiter

An Alkron woman sat in a den-
tist's waiting room in May 1994 and
heard assurances that her husband
would be all right. But by then he
might have suffered fatal brain
damege because a piece of gauze
was blocking his windpipe.

Now Sandra L. Kawczk is asking
?ha Summit County Ilufgr in & trial

t began yesterday, for nearly $10
million in com tion for her 41-
year-old husband's death.

Although less than four hours

passed between the time when Ste-
ven Kawczk sat down in the den-
tist’s chair and hospital tests
showed he might have suffered
brain damage, the trial is expected
to last several weeks.

Kawczk was pronounced dead at
Akron City Hospital on May 5, 1994,
the day after he underwent cral
surgery to replace some front teeth
with dentures in preparation for a

job interview. Repeated examina-,

tions indicated no brain activity.

His widow filed a wrongful-death
suit in October 1994 on behalf of
herself and three children,

Named as defendants are the
dentist, John N. Santin; his assist-
ant, Lori McCauley; the city of
Green, which provided the
medics and ambulance that took
Kawezk to the hospital; and Dr.
Ugo Gellp, the emergency room
physician who treated him.

“Steven Kawezk would not have
died if one, some or all of the defen-
dants had not been negligent” at
tomey Timothy F. Scanlon said in
the lawsuit complaint.

But sorting out exactly who was
responsible for Kawezk’s death will
take time.

- ‘That's largely because each of

the defendants has hired an attor- —
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the aBegations in the lawsuit.

Santin, the dentist, concedes that
he made mistakes and is partially
to blame for Kawezk’s death.

In opening statements
Sontin's attormey, Richard J. Ry-
mond of Cleveland, told the jury
that Kaweyk’s family deserves to be
awarded money. He suggested that
“fair compensation” would be $1
million — the maximum amount
covered by Santin’s malpractice in-
surance, according to an aftomey
for one of the other defendants,

only one responsible. In a report to
the Ohio Dental Board, Santin con-
ceded that Kawcezk had inhaled
gauze used to stem bleeding from

the oral surgery after experiencing

a violent mamon while coming out
of general anesthesia,

But the dentist maintained that
Kawezk was in stable condition

effrey W. Van Waguer the at-
torney for the city, denies that any
of the four emergency medical
technicians who responded to the
911 call from Santin’s office did

city would not be liable for damages
because Ohio law requires more
than simple negligence on the part
of municipal employees. To win
damages from a city, a plaintiff
must prove “willful or wanton mis-
conduct.” '

Van Wagner said there is no evi-
dence the paramedics did
but their job: to assess the patient's
medical condition and provide
transportation to a hospital. “We
did " he said. —_—

Van Wegner noted the ambu-
lanpe arrived at Santin's Fortuna
Drive office five minutes after the

ment, which included foreing air

mtoKawczk'shmg tod:lsmm'

utes.

. Mrteenmmuteslaterxawuk
waaatu:eeme:genqvmomofAk-
ronCrIyl:losp

Van Wagner conceded there
would be some discrepancies in the
testimony the jury would hear.

Santin told wvestigators that he
told paramedics that he beljeved
Kawezk had inhaled & piece of
gauze used to soak up blood from
the surgery. He suggested that
Kawczk undergo a procedure
known as a bronchoscopy to locate
and remove the obstruction as soon

oy} Caro
~tionist, testified that Kawezk arrived

as he arrived at the hospital, -

The paramedics said they re-
layed that recommendation to the
hospital staff via the ambulance's
cellular telephone. - -

But Dr. Gallg, the emergency
room physician, said he never:
heard that. . “ 4

Van Wagner termed that dls-,
crepancy an irrelevant ‘t"hredh her-

ent because the. hospi- .
tal smas prepared to do a
bronchoscopy as a2 nommal, proce- |
dure in cases of airway blockages. ¥

Gallo’s attorney, Robert Orth- of'
Alkron, agreed that Santin's recom-" )
mendation was’ not .eritical to :
Kawezk's treatment, which' he de-
scribed as “reasonable and ‘pru-:.

dent” by normal emeigncy momi
standards.” - S

. Orth argued that Kawczk's brain”
was irreparably before he
-arrived at the hospital: He' said the |
piece of gauze, which was’ lodged

.. below the larynx, had acted as a;
But Santin said that he isn't the

one-way valve preventing Kawczk .

< from exhaling properly. The result-

ing buildup of carbon dioxide in the
blood caused the brain damage.
- “There was nothing Dr. Gallo
: could have done,” Orth said.
Kawezk, a custodian at Voris El-
: ementary School, had gone to San-
‘tin on the recommendation of his

,farm]ys negu]ar dentist, Cyril Jen-

Vi Jendnsak. the first witness to
-testify yesterday, told the jury that
Kawczk needed an oral surgeon be-
: cause he. wanted fo improve .the
. appearance of his teeth but didn’t
.havehmeforeapsandcmwns .

" a*He was up for a job promotion

i.and Steve wanted to lc-ok good,”
Jendnsak said. - - oo
“ JKawczk agreed to have a]l hlS
ﬁ'Ont teeth removed and replaced
by bridgework, a serious procedure
mvolvmi’: general anesthetic. ,
White, Santin’s recep-

Lahoutalsam and was let into the
i *operating room. She told the jurors

1 she first kmew something had gone

wrong when she was called in to

. help restrain the unconscious
| Kawezk, who was “thrashing wﬂdly

in the chair. <
. White, descnbed Kaw(zk’s oosxlzll-
plenon as ““gray.” .so e
had never seen beﬂ:'re]:ne"hlng
" White sald she -overheard ile
dental assistant, ‘McCauley, tell
Santin twice that she couldn't find
one of the gauze packs used in the
procedure. Santin responded that
he “must have removed it.” ;.-
“After A while, Kawezk's ‘colofing
appeared to retum Yo normal
White said. ~ &4, 55 .0 TA0E
iz; When ‘she remmed to the wmt—
i ahe told Kawezk's wife
t.hat “her  hushand
would be 0 " P E TR AR S
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