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DRAFT - for Approval at HDC May Meeting
One Ashburton Place, 21st Floor, Room 3

Wednesday, January 25, 2012

  


                   10:00AM – 12:00 PM

1. Approval of Minutes

Senator Fargo called for the approval of the minutes from the November 9, 2011 Health Disparities Council (HDC) meeting. No objection was voiced and the minutes were approved. 
2. Disparities in Health Report - An Examination of Race and Ethnicity on the Health of Massachusetts Residents:

Georgia Simpson May of the Department of Public Heath opened the meeting with a presentation of the Council’s draft Disparities in Health Report. The Report will aid in creating a systematic approach for tracking progress over time, in addition to providing usable information on the health and wellness of Massachusetts residents. 

The report presentation was divided into three sections: 1.) leading health indicators, 2.) a review of selected chronic diseases, and 3.) social determinants of health. Of the major health indicators presented in the report, roughly two-thirds indicated a disparity. The report provided in-depth reviews of the following diseases: asthma, cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and obesity. The reviews revealed that in each case, Blacks, Hispanics, or Native Indian populations faired poorer than Whites.

Social determinants of disparities were also discussed. Ms. Simpson May shared, that by definition, social determinants are where people live, work, and play in addition to what people have access to, including education and income. These factors contribute to personal health and aid researchers in understanding the connections to health in order to develop recommendations and policies that can improve conditions for everyone.  

Finally, Ms. Simpson May produced the results of an analysis of tobacco retailers in communities, finding that, as of December 2010, the Massachusetts smoking prevention program estimates that there were 8,838 tobacco retailers in the Commonwealth. Communities with a greater proportion of non-Hispanic Whites were revealed to have more tobacco retailers per capita. Additionally, analysis found that smoking remains the leading cause of preventable death in Massachusetts. Ms. Simpson May concluded her presentation by arguing that there are opportunities for cross-sector, holistic policy development to eradicate health disparities. 

3. Asthma Disparities

Jean Zotter of the Department of Public Health’s Asthma Prevention and Control Program provided an in-depth study of asthma disparities. She emphasized that asthma affects Blacks and Hispanics more than other races and ethnicities. Ms. Zotter stated that there are not many good public health prevention strategies. Research shows that geographically asthma is more prevalent in some areas of the state more than others; specifically, asthma has higher prevalence in low-income and communities of color. 

Ms. Zotter discussed possible methods to reduce disparities. Not only should health care systems be improved, but environmental factors that cause or trigger asthma must also be addressed. The Asthma Disparities Initiative, for example, links improved healthcare services to local community action. She also recommended moving forward by reviewing a soon-to-be released action plan from the federal government on asthma disparities. The action plan seeks to remove barriers to the delivery of guidelines-based asthma care, to build local capacity to deliver integrated community health care to improve capacity, and to identify those most in need to accelerate efforts to prevent the onset of asthma. 

4. Comments
After the presentation, Senator Fargo expressed surprise at both Massachusetts having the highest rate of asthma in the country, as well as the number of tobacco retailers in the state. She noted that the state legislature is working on going after the type of packaging used by the tobacco industry; additionally Senator Fargo intends to introduce a bill that would prevent the sale of tobacco products in any facility in which healthcare professionals are employed. 

Representative Rushing wished to emphasize the causes of healthcare disparities; in particular, the Representative wanted to explore the “what” - or more specifically, what causes social determinants to be different as they are responsible for disparities. Racial discrimination, prejudice and structural racism were offered as explanations. 

Dr. Paul Mendis, from the Massachusetts League of Community Health Centers, recalled that a study was conducted on the pediatric population in Massachusetts. One notable point the study revealed was that Latino parents were more willing to accept that asthma could not be completely controlled, and were therefore more responsive to teaching videos educating families about the realities of asthma. Jean Zotter interjected that the study was conducted by Dr. Lauren Smith (Medical Director, MA Department of Public Health) and led to the recognition that neighborhood health plans are a viable option. 

Senator Fargo also pursued the causes of the higher prevalence of asthma in New England. Several reasons were offered, including that winds carry pollution from the Midwest, or that asthma prevalence is due to New England’s older buildings and schools.  
Senator Fargo raised the question of how to address health disparities in conjunction with the upcoming FY13 Budget process. She suggested that in future meetings, strategies be developed to start the process of resolving these issues. 

Questions were raised on the causal relationship between people with asthma and whether or not they exercise, in order to determine whether individuals do not exercise due to their asthma or whether them not exercising contributes to asthma symptom development. 

4. Announcements

A member of the Asian Breast Cancer Project notified the attendees that there was a free Webinar on January 25, 2012 at the Hess Eastern with information on cancer data and policy issues impacting Asian Americans and Hawaiian Pacific Islanders. 
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