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Wednesday, March 12, 2008

Community Health Workers Take to Massachusetts State House

Boston, MA – March 12, 2008 – Community health workers from across Massachusetts took part in Community Health Worker Day at the State House.  The day commenced with Representative Gloria Fox (D – Seventh Suffolk) welcoming community health workers to the State House, followed by an advocacy training provided by Representative Byron Rushing (D – Ninth Suffolk) and Senator Dianne Wilkerson (D – Second Suffolk). The legislators shared useful tips with attendees on how to speak with legislative staff and the importance of developing relationships with legislators representing their districts. The event was organized by the Massachusetts Association of Community Health Workers with assistance from the Massachusetts Public Health Association.

Bich Phuong Do, a community health worker from Dorchester House felt that “the information Representative Rushing shared with us was really good. He showed us how to impress our legislators which I found really helpful.” 
Community health workers in attendance were provided information on policy and budget issues currently before the legislature.  Community health workers spoke about their support for increased funding for the outreach and enrollment grants so that they fund community health worker programs for 12 months, rather than the current 6 month average of funding.  This funding, if granted, would support community health worker programs on a more consistent basis to do the necessary outreach work, enrollment assistance and maintenance coverage to ensure that Massachusetts residents have health insurance coverage in light of the individual mandate. Attendees also voiced the importance in keeping community health workers as part of the strategy for eliminating health disparities for the future Office of Health Equity. The Office of Health Equity would be created as a result of the Commonwealth’s commitment to eliminate health disparities and was included in Governor Patrick’s budget.  As this day emphasized through experiences shared by community health workers and their allies, many in this profession face challenges in their work.  Challenges include being understaffed within their respective agencies and organizations, and underpaid in their positions and not to mention the desire to be respected in their profession as an integral part of the health care system.  The reality for community health workers is that they perform a vast expanse of responsibilities far beyond tasks of outreach and enrollment.  They also ensure that once an individual has coverage, they are able to maintain it and can access necessary services.  The work of community health workers has also shown to be an effective strategy to reduce health disparities.  

“Being a community health worker and having the same culture as the people I work with is so important. It helps break down barriers and people are more comfortable talking to me about their health issues, and even their family and financial issues. After some time, you end up becoming more than a community health worker; you end up feeling like you’re part of their family,” said Virginia Senna-Davis of the Diabetes Association Inc. who serves the New Bedford and Fall River areas. 

When asked about the significance of this day and the work done to connect community health workers with legislators, Bich Phuong Do commented, “I really enjoyed the experience of visiting the State House. I didn’t realize legislators were so supportive of community health workers, I was really impressed.”
Durrell Fox, a CHW from the HAPPENS program at Children's Hospital in Boston, applauded the efforts of MACHW to organize CHWs and “to bring CHWs back to their house, the state house, to meet with legislators that work for them. My group of CHWs was proud to be able to talk with over 12 legislators and thanks to Rep. Fox, get officially announced by the clerk of the House of Representatives while we were visiting the house chamber.” 
-###-

About the Massachusetts Association of Community Health Workers (MACHW)
MACHW is a statewide network of community health workers (CHWs) from all disciplines. We were founded in March 2000 to enable CHWs to lead the movement to organize, define and strengthen the profession of community health work. MACHW's mission is to strengthen the professional identity of community health workers, foster leadership among CHWs, and promote the integration of CHWs into the health care, public health and human service workforce. MACHW achieves its mission through education, research, policy development and advocacy. A community health worker is a public health professional who promotes full and equal access to necessary health and social services by applying his or her unique understanding of the experiences, language and culture of the communities he or she serves.
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