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DHR Health Institute for Research and Development  

Establishes the Rio Grande Valley Collaborative for the  

Early Diagnosis, Prevention, and Treatment of COVID-19 

In March 2020, the DHR Health Institute for Research and De-

velopment established the Rio Grande Valley Collaborative 

(RGVC), which included eleven hospitals in Hidalgo, Cameron, 

Starr, and Willacy counties, that serve a population of over 1.4 

million people. The purpose of the RGVC was to facilitate the 

use of convalescent plasma under the Mayo Expanded Access 

Program (EAP) to treat patients with severe and life-

threatening COVID-19. On August 23, 2020, the U.S. Food and 

Drug Administration (FDA) approved the use of convalescent 

plasma under an Emergency Use Authorization (EUA), a pro-

gram that the RGVC continues to support.  

A plasma donation call center was established at the DHR 

Health Institute for Research and Development to screen poten-

tial donors and to assist with the process of plasma donation 

under a protocol approved by the Institutional Review Board. 

Using FDA approved guidelines, plasma from selected donors is 

collected using plasmapheresis at identified blood donation centers in the Rio Grande Valley. To accomplish this goal, DHR Health 

and other hospitals in the RGVC have partnered with Vitalant, an FDA-approved blood donation center with facilities in McAllen 

and Harlingen to collect plasma from identified donors. In addition to the collection of plasma, the RGVC also spearheaded the 

distribution of plasma in all four counties in the Valley.  Since the initiation of the program in March 2020, 1,923 units of convales-

cent plasma has been transfused in 1,613 hospitalized patients with COVID-19. 

As part of our collaboration with Vitalant and county health authorities across the RGV, four successful donor drives were held in 

Brownsville and Rio Grande City. The donor drives provided community members with the convenience of donating plasma in a 

location near their home.   

The demand for plasma remains high as patients in the Rio Grande Valley continue to experience life-threatening COVID-19. In 

order to fulfill the gradually increasing demand for convalescent plasma, DHR Health Institute for Research  and Development 

encourages anyone who has recovered from COVID-19 to consider donating convalescent plasma for the benefit of the communi-

ty. To donate convalescent plasma, please call Plasma Donation Hotline at (956)362-2390. 

Description Expanded Access* Emergency Use Authorization TOTAL 

# of Units Transfused 1,796 127 1,923 

# of Patients Transfused 1,517 96 1,613 

* Expanded Access ended 12:00 AM, August 29, 2020 



 Ricardo Garcia, MD New NIH-Funded Study at DHR Health  

Institute for Research and Development 

Aims to Examine Overall Health  

Benefits and Risk of Statins in Older 

Adults without Cardiovascular Disease  
Pragmatic Evaluation of Events 

and Benefits of Lipid-lowering in 
Older Adults (PREVENTABLE) is a 
seven-year study funded by the Na-
tional Institute on Aging (NIA) to 
examine the overall benefits and 
risks of cholesterol-lowering drugs 
known as statins in adults age 75 
years or older without cardiovascu-
lar disease. The trial will help deter-
mine whether a statin can help pre-
vent dementia and disability in this 
age group, as well as heart attacks 
and other cardiovascular-related 
deaths, while not increasing risks of 
adverse health outcomes.  

To date, no large prospective stud-
ies have examined whether statin 
therapy could prevent cardiovascu-
lar events specifically in adults old-
er than age 75 who do not have clin-
ical cardiovascular disease. In addi-
tion, previous studies enrolled 
small numbers of people at risk for 
cognitive impairment so the poten-
tial effect of statins on dementia—
either preventing or worsening it—
could not be established. 
 
Funded at a level of $90 million, the 
PREVENTABLE study will be con-
ducted simultaneously in 100 hos-
pital and healthcare system 

throughout the 
United States and 
20,000 partici-
pants will be en-
rolled and ran-
domized to either 
receive the statin, 
Atorvastatin, or a matching placebo 
daily for up to seven years.  

"There has been considerable un-
certainty about the benefits and 
risks of statin use in persons over 
age 75 years without known cardio-
vascular disease,” said NIA Director 
Richard J. Hodes, M.D. “This large 
trial with older adults in real-world 
clinical settings will provide the 
opportunity to further our 
knowledge and better inform treat-
ment decisions for older adults.” 
 
DHR Health Institute for Research 
and Development will begin enroll-
ment for this study in October 2020 
and is expected to enroll 150 partic-
ipants per year for a period of three 
(3) years. Enrolled participants will 
be followed for additional four 
years to ascertain the effects statins 
on identified outcomes.  To learn 
more about this study, please click 
the link below.  
PREVENTABLE TRIAL 

New Peer-Reviewed Health  

Science Journal Launched at 

DHR Health Institute for  

Research and Development 

The DHR Health Institute for Research and Develop-
ment is proud to launch the first scientific journal in 
the Rio Grande Valley entitled DHR Proceedings. 
This journal will be one of the premier peer-
reviewed health sciences journals in general and 
specialty medicine.  The main goal of the DHR Pro-
ceedings (DHRP) is to publish articles that focus on 
cutting-edge and innovative strategies that generate 
new knowledge and enhances the experience of its 
readers. It is also the goal of DHRP to highlight 
healthcare disparity observed in the Hispanic popu-
lation, particularly in South Texas.   

We invite submissions from authors in the region 
and worldwide.  DHRP will consider manuscripts for 
publication in the following categories: Commen-
taries, Brief reports, Research Manuscripts, Case 
Studies, Review Articles, Health Care Policy and Eco-
nomics, Medical Education, Laboratory Medicine, 
and Ethics.  DHRP will be published quarterly as an 
online-only journal, and has received the Interna-
tional Standard Serial Number (ISSN): 2689-839X. 
During its first year of publication, we will seek in-
dexing in PubMed. 

For more information, you can access the journal 
web page at www.dhrproceedings.org or doi: 
10.47488/DHRP2689839X.  You can contact the 
inaugural managing editor, Dr. Torres-Reveron, at 
956-362-2392 or 956-638-1501 or by sending us an 
e-mail at  info@dhrproceedings.org.    

PCORnet Common Data Model is Implemented at DHR Health Institute for 

Research and Development  

DHR Health Institute for Research and Development has implemented the National  Patient 
Centered Clinical Research Network (PCORnet) Common Data Model (CDM).  DHR Health 
Institute for Research and Development became part of the Research Action for Health Net-
work (REACHnet) in  2019, and is one of nine (9) REACHnet members.  Organized by the 
Louisiana Public Health Institute, other REACHnet members include Ochsner Health Sys-
tem, Baylor Scott & White Health, Tulane University Schools of Medicine and Public Health, 
LSU Health Sciences Center, Dell School of Medicine, the University of California San Fran-
cisco, and others. This network includes clinical data of over 6 million patients. To learn 
more about REACHnet please click the following link– REACHnet. 

Recognizing that health systems use different electronic medical records, the primary goals 
of this CDM is to create an infrastructure that allows patient data to be stored in a common 
data structure.  The main component of this infrastructure is the PCORnet CDM which facil-
itates expedited data analysis, supports different data organization platforms, and con-
forms data from different organizations into standard data element definitions and tables. 
Implementation of PCORnet CDM offers a distinct advantage to investigators at DHR Health 
Institute for Research and Development by offering them an opportunity to participate in 
pragmatic clinical trials funded by NIH and other Federal agencies. To learn more about 
PCORnet CDM please click the following link—PCORnet CDM. 

https://www.nih.gov/news-events/news-releases/could-taking-statins-prevent-dementia-disability
http://www.dhrproceedings.org
mailto:info@dhrproceedings.org
https://reachnet.org
http://pcornet.org/pcornet-common-data-model/
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Team Spotlight:  

John Andrew Berlanga, MSN,NP-C 

John Andrew Berlanga is a nurse practi-
tioner at DHR Health Institute for Re-
search and Development. He completed 
his Bachelor of Science in Nursing along 
with his Master of Science at Walden Uni-
versity.  In addition, he has a Bachelor of 
Science in Biology from McPherson Col-
lege, an Associates of  Nursing from 
South Texas College and an EMT/LVN 
licensures from the Army Medical De-
partment (AMEDD). He holds a national certification with 
the American Academy of Nurse Practitioners.  Mr. Ber-
langa is a crucial member in our clinical team as he collabo-
rates with principal investigators for the management of 
patients in clinical trials 

DHR Health Institute for Research and Development is a non-profit   

organized under the Federal IRS Tax Code 501(c)(3) . 

 | @DHRResearch 

Enrolling Studies 

Fernando Membreno, MD, M.Sc. 

Dr. Fernando Membreno is a board-

certified Transplant Hepatologist, and 

Clinical Research Scientist, Research 

Academy at DHR Health Institute for 

Research and Development. Dr. Mem-

breno received his medical degree from 

Autonomous School of Medical Sciences 

in San Jose, Costa Rice and completed 

his residency in Internal Medicine at Staten Island Univer-

sity Hospital of New York. He then completed his fellow-

ship in gastroenterology and Masters of Science degree in 

Clinical Research at the University of Texas Medical Branch 

in Galveston, TX.  

Dr. Membreno later completed his liver transplant training 

at the University of Colorado in Denver and became the 

Director of Liver transplantation at the Denver Veterans 

Affairs Hospital. He previously served as the Director of 

Hepatobiliary Cancer Program at Texas Liver Institute and 

as a Liver Transplant Hepatologist at the Methodist Spe-

cialist and Transplant Hospital in San Antonio. 

He has extensive experience in research, having participat-

ed in numerous clinical trials. Dr. Membreno’s interests in 

research have included innovative liver cancer treatments, 

fatty liver disease, and the development of new direct act-

ing antivirals for Hepatitis C.  He is currently serving as a 

Principal Investigator of two active clinical trials at the 

DHR Health Institute for Research and Development. 

New Research Partnership Between 

DHR Health Institute for Research and 

Development and Starr County  

Memorial Hospital  

The Internal Revenue Services Issues 

501(c)(3) Tax Exempt Status to the 

DHR Health Institute for Research  

and Development  

Effective February 28, 2019, the DHR 

Health Institute for Research and Develop-

ment has received nonprofit 501(c)(3), 

status from the Department of Treasury, 

Internal Revenue Service. Organizations 

seeking 501(c)(3) status must provide 

documentation to demonstrate their oper-

ation is not for the benefit of any private interest and that any 

profit must support charitable purposes. Obtaining this status al-

lows the DHR Health Institute for Research and Development to 

apply for and receive grants from private foundations and from 

government agencies. Donors who wish to support the research 

activities at the DHR Health Institute for Research and Develop-

ment, can now deduct contributions they make under IRC Section 

170. Please consider donating to DHR Health Institute for Re-

search and Development by going to: https://dhrresearch.org/

donate/  

DHR Health Institute for Research and Development has part-

nered with Starr County Memorial Hospital in Rio Grande City, 

Texas, to expand clinical research opportunities in this communi-

ty. This research affiliation was approved by the Starr County Me-

morial Hospital Board on Thursday, August 27, 2020. The two 

institutions are already working on many clinical and research 

areas. The most recent successful and ongoing collaboration has 

been in the area of treatment of hospitalized patients with severe 

and life-threatening COVID-19 with investigational convalescent 

plasma. As of September 7, 2020, this partnership has resulted in 

the treatment of  63 patients with this therapy at Starr County 

Memorial Hospital. Numerous phy-

sicians in various service lines at 

Starr County Memorial Hospital will 

be involved in cutting-edge and 

state-of-the clinical trials that will 

bring advanced and innovative 

treatment options for acute and 

chronic diseases to the community 

in Starr County.  

https://dhrresearch.org/donate/
https://dhrresearch.org/donate/

