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n innovative and unique partnership between Ronald Reagan
UCLA Medical Center, Brooke Army Medical Center (BAMC) in San
Antonio, Texas, and the Veterans Administration of the Greater Los
Angeles Healthcare System, Operation Mend was established
to treat severely wounded members of the U.S. military who served in Iraq
and Afghanistan.
Operation Mend was launched with the aid of philanthropist and inventor Ronald A.
Katz -- literally with a nudge from his late wife. Said Katz, “We were watching a
television show which featured the interview of a young marine who had been severely
injured…this man had tremendous interpersonal skills – he had a sparkle in his eyes,
even though his eyes were badly wounded. Asked what was next, the marine replied,
‘Well, look at this face – they have to fix the beautiful part!’ My wife jabbed me in the
side and said, ‘You’ve got to do something about this!’”
At the time, Katz and his wife were involved with Fisher House Foundation (a group
enabling military families to stay with their wounded loved ones during
hospitalization) and had funded the House at BAMC in San Antonio. While attending
the opening ceremony in San Antonio, Katz and his wife noted that there were
literally dozens of soldiers with disfiguring injuries.
Upon his return to Los Angeles, Katz (who also serves on the Ronald Reagan UCLA
Medical Center board) met with Dr. Gerald Levey, then the Dean of the David Geffen
School of Medicine at UCLA. “I asked him whether we could bring some of our medical
expertise and perhaps partner with Brooke Army Medical Center to bring [wounded
military personnel] not just the best the Department of Defense Military Medicine
could offer, but the best the private sector could offer,” said Katz. “Levey said
‘absolutely’ and he picked up the phone and called Dr. Tim Miller, a Vietnam vet, who
signed on immediately,” remembers Katz.
Dr. Miller served both at Brooke Army Medical Center and in Vietnam. He did a surgery
residency at UCLA followed by a post-war fellowship in plastic surgery at the University
of Pittsburgh. He returned to UCLA and when he received the call, he was then the
Chief of Plastic Surgery. Stated Miller, “When Dr. Levey called and asked ‘Would you

like to operate on a badly burned Marine injured in Iraq?’ I said I’d be honored. How fast
can we get started? It’s been, without question, the best thing I’ve ever done in my
professional life.”
The marine Dr. Levey spoke of was the young man from the interview Katz and his
wife had seen on TV. That was in 2007. Since then, Operation Mend has treated nearly
50 such individuals by providing reconstructive surgery from the top plastic and
reconstructive surgeons at UCLA. “These young men and women have been terribly
scarred. Generally we do something first that will make a significant difference and
once they see there is an improvement, it makes it easier for them to go through the
process,” says Dr. Miller.
Patients are recommended to Operation Mend by BAMC as that is where severely
burned military personnel are first sent to be treated. “Every one of our patients’ lives
were saved at Brooke Army Medical Center before they came to us,” states Katz.
Although Operation Mend is primarily concerned with facial reconstruction surgery, it
has progressed to hand reconstruction…as well as some orthopedic, family support,
psychological services and traumatic brain injury issues. However, beyond the physical,
the organization plays a major role in restoring confidence to its patients. “You see big
changes in their attitudes. You see an unbelievable improvement psychologically. It’s a
wonderful reward,” says Dr. Miller.
Operation Mend also provides the means for the wounded warriors – and their families
– to travel and stay in the Los Angeles area. Outreach efforts have involved local
families to serve as hosts – inviting them for dinner, helping familiarize them with the
area, and basically expanding their support systems while they are in treatment.
Said Katz of Dr. Miller, “…he and his colleagues are doing miracles for people who
really deserve it.” And, said Dr. Miller of Operation Mend, “To be a plastic surgeon and
to tangibly give something back is very, very gratifying. I am just honored to be a part
of it.”
Operation Mend is funded by private donations. To discover how you can become involved and for
more information, please visit www.operationmend.ucla.edu
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