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Plan offers strategies to close health gaps

New report recommends policies to create equal opportunities for health

When it comes to our health, we’re not all equal. There are often dramatic differences in health behaviors and outcomes by race/ethnicity and gender.

The good news is that Washington is leading the way to reduce disparities in health and promote health equity. The Governor’s Interagency Council on Health Disparities recently released its “State Policy Action Plan to Eliminate Health Disparities” (healthequity.wa.gov/About/actionplan.htm). It offers recommendations the state can take to ensure all of Washington’s diverse communities have equal opportunities for health.

“Washington is quickly becoming more diverse,” said Vickie Ybarra, chair of the council. “If Washington is to reach its goal of becoming the healthiest state in the nation, then we must take action to promote the health of our diverse communities. Washington has always been proactive in creating equitable opportunity for communities of color. By implementing the recommendations in this plan, we can continue to lead in this area.”

The plan offers policy recommendations for consideration by the governor and legislature around its five priorities: education, health insurance coverage, health care workforce diversity, obesity, and diabetes.

The council, which was created in 2006, has 17 members, including representatives from 14 state agencies, boards, and commissions. In addition to health and social service agencies, the council has representatives from the departments of Commerce, Agriculture, and Ecology, and the Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction, among others.

—More—
“Health is more than health care,” said Emma Medicine White Crow, the council’s vice chair. “The legislature recognized that when it created the council and asked it to consider the social conditions that influence health, such as having access to healthy affordable foods, high quality education, social networks, and safe and healthy environments. We are fortunate that we are able to consider these social determinants of health, because of the interagency structure of the council.”

In creating the recommendations in the plan, the council sought public input, particularly from affected communities of color. “I’m honored to have been a part of this effort,” said Reena Koshy, a public member of one of the council’s advisory committees. “I appreciated the opportunity to provide my perspectives as a community health center physician and to bring what I have learned from different communities about the real disparities that limit opportunities for health. The council showed great awareness of the root causes that lead to health and illness, and I am confident that Washington State will demonstrate that equity in health starts with equity in social policy.”
More information is available on the Health Disparities Council website (www.healthequity.wa.gov) or by calling the state Board of Health office, 360-236-4104.

# # #
The board’s mission is to provide statewide leadership in advancing policies that protect and improve the public’s health. It does this by reviewing and monitoring the health status of all people in Washington; analyzing policies, providing guidance, and developing rules; promoting system partnerships; and encouraging public engagement in the public health system. For more information, visit the Board of Health website
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