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Community Health Workforce Speaks Out

Community Health Workers Gather at the State House

Boston, MA – March 5, 2009 – As vital members of the public health workforce, community health workers (CHWs) and supporters from across the Commonwealth gathered at the State House to ask legislators to invest in the CHW workforce. Supporters gathered for a rally in Nurse’s Hall and then discussed CHW policy priorities with legislative offices. Community Health Worker Day at the State House was organized by the Massachusetts Association of Community Health Workers.  

The day commenced with Representative Gloria Fox (D – Seventh Suffolk) welcoming community health workers to the State House and sharing the importance of developing relationships with legislators representing their districts. Representative Fox continued “community health workers are talking to people where they’re at, in beauty parlors, grocery stores, community centers, to connect people in your community to the health services they need. Especially in this critical budget time you need to have your voices heard here at the State House.”

Other speakers at the rally spoke to the importance of the CHW workforce including Heidi Behforouz, a physician at Prevention and Access to Care and Treatment (PACT) Project, a Boston based, joint program of Brigham and Women’s Hospital, and Partners In Health; Violet Matos, a community health worker at Providence Prenatal Center of Holyoke; Jennifer Chow, Grantmaking Program Manager at Blue Cross Blue Shield of Massachusetts Foundation; and Lisa Renee Holderby, Executive Director of the Massachusetts Association of Community Health Workers and Chair of APHA’s CHW Special Primary Interest Group (SPIG).

CHWs advocated to establish a CHW board of certification (HD 2229) and to restore funding to CHW programs. “With investment in the workforce, CHWs can continue necessary outreach work to ensure that communities have access to health and human services,” said Ms. Holderby. 

Specifically, CHWs advocated that the funding be restored for the MassHealth Outreach Grants in the FY10 budget, and that individual line items combined into line item 4510-2500 be restored and fully funded to protect health promotion programs. Attendees also voiced the importance codifying the EOHHS Office of Health Equity into law and keeping community health workers as part of its strategy for eliminating health disparities. 

When asked about the significance of this day and the work done to connect community health workers with legislators, Jason Villarreal from the PACT Project commented “for me, it was critically important to make our voices heard, to share with legislators what is actually happening out on the streets. By meeting with them, we were able to fulfill our role as advocates, to give a voice to the people we serve, so that people on Beacon Hill could hear what life is like for a big family crammed into one floor of a triple-decker a few stops down the Red Line in Dorchester.”
-###-

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. More information can be found at www.machw.org .
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