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Out of tragedy comes new help for ailing newborns 

E. Hanover resident who lost infant daughter gives $1.5M to expand Morristown neonatal unit 

BY VIDYA PADMANABHAN - DAILY RECORD 
MORRISTOWN -- Steve Salzberg lost his infant daughter 20 years ago, but, in her memory, numerous other vulnerable newborns will get a chance at a healthy life. 

Steve and Doris Salzberg of East Hanover have pledged $1.5 million for the expansion of Morristown Memorial Hospital's Neonatal Intensive Care Unit, to be called "Sam's NICU," in Samantha's honor. 

The expansion project, for which ground was broken on May 10, will triple the size of the existing NICU to 22,000 square feet. 

As a state-designated regional perinatal center, Morristown Memorial provides services to handle the most at-risk women and newborns, hospital officials said. Over the last four years, the volume of patients admitted to the hospital's NICU has increased by almost 30 percent, and in 2005, 606 newborns were treated in the NICU. 

After expansion, the NICU will have 11 private and 23 semi-private suites, which will be designed to accommodate one or two newborns, and in some cases, triplets or quadruplets, so that multiple-birth families can stay together. 

Steve Salzberg had been moved to act by the idea of doing good as a tribute to his daughter, he said. 

"Her memory will live on, and families touched by it will remember Samantha," he said. 

Samantha Marie Salzberg was born at Morristown Memorial Hospital on April 3, 1987, the third child of Steve Salzberg and his then-wife. She appeared to be a normal, healthy baby, but overnight, her lips turned blue. Doctors diagnosed her with an under-developed right ventricle. 

At less than a day old, Samantha was transferred to the Columbia Presbyterian Hospital because it had better infant heart-treatment capabilities at the time, Salzberg said. 

En route, she developed a severe infection, and her surgery had to be postponed. The surgery was performed when she was four weeks old, but the infection spiked again after that. 

Samantha was just seven weeks old when she died on May 26, 1987. 

Raising funds 

Salzberg now has six children -- Alysa, 25, Erika, 22, Jared, 18, Matthew, 17, Danielle, 15, and Michael, 8. But the memory of Samantha remained strong, along with the thought that she may have survived if she didn't have to be moved when she was just a few hours old. He resolved to help infants like Samantha. 

Through his Parsippany-based business, Chain Reaction Marketing, a logistics management consultancy for chain restaurants, he began holding a yearly networking forum that he tapped for his philanthropic project. He organized golf outings and other fundraisers, and, as of last year, had raised more than $210,000 for the Morristown Memorial Hospital NICU. 

This year, when the hospital approached him for help with its expansion project, he decided to pledge $1.5 million to be contributed over five years, he said. 

More space & technology 

Sam's NICU will offer additional space to accommodate the technology needed to support premature babies that could be born at just 24 or 25 weeks of gestation. Design elements such as noise reduction, soft lighting and suitable decor would create a soothing environment that would help the newborns sleep, while also reducing stress on their parents and NICU staff, hospital officials said. 

"Babies are extremely sensitive to sensory overload -- loud noises, bright lights, movement," said Dr. Lawrence Skolnick, co-director of neonatology for Atlantic Health, which owns and operates Morristown Memorial Hospital. 

With babies typically staying in the NICU for three to four months, the hospital set out to create an environment that would stimulate brain development in the first critical months after birth, he said. 

The NICU was also designed to help parents interact with babies, so that the infants would recognize and respond to voices remembered from the womb, Skolnick said. 

Salzberg remembered that he would put out his pinkie finger for Samantha to wrap her fist around, and he remembered nurses marveling at how Samantha's vital signs instantly stabilized when that contact took place. 

The suites that to accommodate the infants will be built during the first phase of construction, which is expected to be completed in 14 to 16 months, Skolnick said. Private suites for parents, including shower facilities and conference rooms, will be built in a phase after that, he said. 

