
Background

Community health centers have been involved in Massachusetts’ statewide emergency
planning and response efforts since shortly after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001.
Working on the frontlines of the health care system, community health centers have a unique
understanding of their patients: the languages they speak, the challenges they face and how
and where they seek important information about their health and well-being.As a result,
health centers have been acknowledged by state and federal agencies as having a major role to
play in emergency management at the community level.

Massachusetts remains at the head of the curve when it comes to state-based emergency
management, and incorporating community health centers into overall planning.The state’s
health centers have engaged in the full range of preparedness and response activities, including
the establishment of formal lines of communication and collaboration with local, state and
federal agencies, hospitals and first responders focused on emergency management; training
of health center-based emergency response teams; participation in emergency response drills;
development of business continuity and emergency operation plans; and planning for the
acquisition of necessary supplies, equipment and medications.

Impact

The state’s response in containing the recent flu pandemic illustrates the important role
community health centers can play in a public health emergency. During the initial days of
the H1N1 outbreak, state officials asked the Massachusetts League of Community Health
Centers to help coordinate large-scale vaccination efforts through our member community
health centers. Health centers mobilized to ensure their patient populations and communities-
at-large had appropriate information about, and access to, vaccines.

All told, the state’s health centers administered close to 239,000 seasonal flu and H1N1
vaccines through routine patient visits and more than 200 public flu clinics. In addition, many
health centers worked with their surrounding communities, collaborating with local boards
of health and school departments to identify high-risk residents such as pregnant women for
whom the H1N1 flu is extremely dangerous.And, as we approach the one-year anniversary of
the initial outbreak,Massachusetts’ health centers are redoubling their efforts to further address
disparities in vaccination rates among the state’s ethnic and racial minority groups.

Issue

Lower income and more isolated communities remain at higher risk in times of statewide
emergencies.A lack of ongoing investment in the emergency preparedness capacity of health
centers diminishes their ability to respond to, and mitigate the effects of, potential state public
health, natural disaster and other crises.

Solution

Consistent, annual funding that supports staff time, infrastructure, supplies and equipment for
community health center emergency preparedness and planning.

Community Health Centers and Emergency Management

40 Court Street, 10th Floor, Boston, MA 02108 ph 617-426-2225 www.massleague.org



Background

The state of our nation’s health care delivery system continues to be a pressing issue. In addition
to rising costs and waning quality, shortages exist for a range of medical professionals, including
primary care physicians, nurses, dentists, pharmacists and technicians. Rising demand for health
center services over the last several years has led to some new approaches for recruiting and re-
taining primary care workforce professionals at the community level.

Established in 2007, the Community Health Center Primary Care Provider Loan Repayment
program is managed by the Massachusetts League of Community Health Centers and is funded
by donations from Bank of America, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, Neighborhood
Health Plan, Blue Cross and Blue Shield Foundation of Massachusetts and Partners HealthCare.
The program offers medical and nursing school loan repayment to primary care physicians and
nurse practitioners who make a two-to-three year commitment to practice at one of the state’s
52 community health centers.

In an effort to stabilize the current primary care provider workforce in community health
centers, and to cultivate the next generation of primary care leaders, the League also manages
the Community Health Center Special Project Grants program for primary care clinicians
who wish to pursue career development opportunities that enhance the quality and efficiency
of care in community health center practice.

Addressing a training and education gap for health center middle managers, the League
collaborated with Suffolk University in 2001 to develop a one-year, integrated learning and
working certificate program in Community Health and Community Health Center Manage-
ment.The program provides career growth and networking opportunities for participants.

Other workforce initiatives include the ECHO (Expanding Careers and Health Care Opportunities)
program which helps to identify and develop future leaders within health centers and Ameri-
Corps HealthCorps, a national program of volunteers who serve as community health workers
in medically underserved communities in Massachusetts and across the country.

Impact

To date, 103 primary care clinicians and nurse practitioners have been awarded loan repayment
at 45 Massachusetts health center sites, creating capacity for more than 144,000 patients. Two
hundred and twenty-two health center employees have graduated from the League-Suffolk
program and another 18 are participating in the first year of the ECHO leadership training
program.And, over the last six years, more than 75 young adults have completed a year of
volunteer service under the federal AmeriCorps HealthCorps initiative.

Issue

Ongoing shortages in the health care workforce present a unique set of challenges for the
state’s health centers, many of which are treating large numbers of new and recently insured
patients while competing with higher paying hospitals for physicians, nurse practitioners and
other health care personnel.

Solution

Leveraging public and private investment for League recruitment and retention initiatives
focused on the community-based health care workforce will go far in increasing health access
and containing health costs statewide.
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