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Mayor Menino, Boston Public Health Commission to Release Report Detailing Progress on First Year of Health Disparity Project

Half day conference will highlight lessons learned in groundbreaking effort.
BOSTON --  Mayor Thomas M. Menino and the Boston Public Health Commission will release a report on groundbreaking efforts the city is taking to end racial and ethnic disparities in health.

The report, based on an evaluation of the project conducted by Northeastern University, will be released at a half-day conference at the university reviewing lessons learned by project grantees on Monday, March 12, 2007.  The conference will take place in the Curry Student Center beginning at 8:30 a.m.  The report highlights progress made by hospitals, community health centers, community organizations and educational institutions in several key areas outlined by the Mayor’s Task Force to Eliminate Racial and Ethnic Health Disparities in 2005.  

In all, 33 programs received grants to implement key recommendations from the Mayor’s Task Force Blueprint and to develop innovative solutions to help address inequities in health in communities of color.

“I am pleased that this report is not just another study documenting the problem of health disparities, but rather one that highlights some important work being done on the local level to help solve the problem,” said Boston Mayor Thomas M. Menino.  “We know that we have a long way to go, but this is a start and we will learn from the experience of the first year projects as we move forward with our efforts in Boston.”

The Mayor, who has made ending racial and ethnic health disparities one of the eight priorities of his Administration, praised the work of the first year grantees and those organizations that helped to fund more than $1 million in grants. 

“We really did learn a lot during the first year of the project,” said John Auerbach, Executive Director of the Boston Public Health Commission.  “In many ways, the work that was done was pioneering  --  there was no model to follow.  Of all the work that was accomplished, I think the overarching lesson is that taking action on the problem locally is time well spent,” Mr. Auerbach said.  “But, even as there are concrete lessons that individuals and organizations can put to use to help address health disparities, we know that local communities cannot solve this problem alone. This needs to be a priority at every level of government, and embraced by organizations throughout the public health and health care system.”

Considerable progress was made in improving the ability of government and health institutions to measure health disparities, including a first-in-the-nation local regulation mandating and standardizing data collection to help improve quality.  Boston’s regulation, passed in 2005, became the model for similar regulations on the state level.

(more)

Progress was also made in programs designed to diversify the health care workforce, and educating health and public health workers about the importance of cultural competency.  Funded projects included “bridge programs” organized in collaboration with community colleges and the Boston Public Schools, and an assessment for replicating a college-through-medical school program targeted at students of color.  Organizations funded by the grant also designed innovative “patient navigation” initiatives to help guide patients through the health care system and improve health outcomes.

During the half-day conference, panelists will reflect on the progress and challenges of the project in areas such as developing guidelines to measure the problem and using data to improve quality of care; improving and facilitating access to care for underserved populations; and developing career pathways to diversify the health care workforce.

The conference, which will be hosted by the Mayor and the Commission, will feature leaders from throughout Boston and Massachusetts.  The event will be emceed by Sarah Ann Shaw, a community activist and formerly of WBZ TV.  Ms. Shaw also hosted an 8-part series on health disparities produced by the Boston Neighborhood Network (BNN) for the Disparities Project.  BNN will also tape the conference for later airing on its network in Boston.

In the report Mayor Menino and the Commission also give special thanks to organizations that are helping to fund the Disparities Project in Boston.  Those organizations include:  Blue Cross Blue Shield of Massachusetts, The Boston Foundation, Brigham and Women’s Hospital, Harvard Pilgrim Healthcare Foundation, and the Massachusetts General Hospital.

Copies of the report on Year One of Boston’s Disparities Project will be available on Monday, March 12 on the Boston Public Health Commission’s web site at www.bphc.org.
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