[image: image1.jpg]



  434 Jamaicaway  (  Jamaica Plain, MA 02130  (  TEL: (617) 524-6696  (  FAX: (617) 524-5225  (  www.mphaweb.org


    Harold Cox, President 

Geoffrey W. Wilkinson, Executive Director

Oral Testimony in Support of Eliminating 

Racial and Ethnical Health Disparities
May 16, 2007
Good morning.  My name is Greer Harewood, and I’m an organizer with the Massachusetts Public Health Association and provide staff support to MPHA’s Health Disparities Section.
We appreciate the opportunity to testify.  My remarks this morning will be brief, but we will provide more detailed written comments after today’s hearing.

MPHA is a statewide membership organization dedicated to expanding access to health care, preventing disease and injury, and ensuring the health of our communities, workplaces, and environment.  MPHA has a major commitment to eliminating health disparities.  In fact, it is one of the three major areas in which we work.

We appreciate the leadership of Chairman Koutoujian and Senator Wilkerson in co-chairing the legislature’s health disparities commission.  Three of our board members served on the commission, and MPHA, along with the entire public health community, looks forward to the release of its report.
We also appreciate the leadership of Chairman Koutoujian and Representative Rushing in introducing legislation to eliminate health disparities. 
MPHA also applauds Governor Patrick and Secretary Bigby for making the elimination of health disparities a priority for the administration.  We have been impressed with their consistent attention to this important issue.
Protecting the public’s health is universally recognized as a principal responsibility of government.  The social and economic benefits of public health are well-documented: public health programs and policies save lives, reduce illness and injury, prevent costly medical expenses, and keep children in school and adults at work.

Yet, studies have shown that people of color suffer disproportionately from public health threats, even controlling for income and education.  It is clear that there are disparities in the distribution of public health resources, and that public health policies do not protect everyone equally.

Eliminating health disparities does mean providing universal access to health care.  But it is much more.  Health disparities legislation should address the social determinants of health in an integrated way.  
Eliminating racial and ethnic health disparities will entail, among other things:

· Policies to prevent exposure to toxic chemicals in our schools, workplaces, and communities, and in the products that we buy.

· Supporting community health workers – professionals on the front lines of providing access to services in many of our under-served communities.

· Providing adequate funding for disease prevention programs, such as tobacco control and substance abuse.
· Providing adequate funding for youth jobs, outreach workers, and other violence prevention measures.
Ultimately, eliminating health disparities will require that we, as a Commonwealth, recognize the connection between health and a range of other factors – among them, income, housing, education, and access to healthy foods.  It will require both a holistic analysis and holistic solutions beyond the scope of one department of state government to implement.
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