Somali Health Care Initiative    ______________________________________________________


An innovative, new partnership between Minnesota International Health Volunteers (MIHV), the Confederation of Somali Community in Minnesota (CSCM) and Leadership, Empowerment, and Development (LEAD) Group to reduce the health disparities that exist between the Somali community and the wider community of Minnesota.

From Somalia to Minnesota: The Refugee Experience

Somalis began arriving in the US from 1993 onwards as a result of the civil war and the subsequent collapse of the Somali government. Since then, the Somali community in the Twin Cities has grown dramatically through continued immigration, secondary migration from other states, and births to Somali women. Today, over half of all the Somalis in the US live here in Minnesota and they are one of the largest immigrant communities in the seven-county metro area with population estimates ranging from 10,000 to 60,000. 

Refugees face tremendous challenges upon their arrival in the USA related to issues of survival and resettlement such as finding adequate housing, overcoming loss and isolation, coping with cultural adjustment, and learning English. The limited data available show that Somali immigrants and refugees have important health concerns and experience barriers to accessing health care services, including lack of health care coverage, language barriers, transportation problems, lack of awareness of  disease prevention and unfamiliarity with the health care system. Minnesota’s health care agencies also face challenges when trying to provide culturally appropriate quality health care for Somalis. 
The Need: Patients and Providers

Although Minnesota prides itself on being one of the healthiest states in the nation, there are still very large health disparities within the minority, immigrant and refugee communities. The many health needs of Somalis remain largely unmet for a variety of reasons. 

Data on the demographics and the health status of the Somali community are scarce. Somalis are not reported separately from other Africans in mortality data nor are Somali children reported separately in immunization coverage statistics. There is a tremendous need for in-depth qualitative and quantitative health information.

Many refugees (especially women), feel isolated and lack the necessary navigational skills to access the care they need. They often have not learned about preventive health care in their country, often do not get proper treatment, and have a different set of beliefs and expectations about health care which may inhibit their ability to properly access health care for themselves and their families.  

There is also a dearth of health education materials available in the Somali language. While there have been some good materials developed in the Somali language related to child spacing, breast cancer, immunizations, and mental health issues, there is a great need for additional culturally appropriate materials. There is also a great need for information on health promotion such as the need to exercise, eat a healthy diet, avoid tobacco products, etc.

Finally, many Somalis get exasperated with the care they receive from health providers, who often do not understand their cultural beliefs. Health providers have expressed a strong need for more training and information about the particular health needs and culture of Somali patients to better address their health concerns. 
A Novel Approach: The Somali Health Care Initiative

This Initiative is an exciting opportunity to bridge the gap that persists between the Somali community and health care providers in Minnesota. This partnership will seek to reduce health inequities in key health priority areas including breast and cervical cancer, cardiovascular disease, diabetes, immunizations and infant mortality to benefit women, children and families in the Somali community. 
Our specific objectives are:   

· To greatly increase health care information about the Somali community to better understand the community’s needs and health care barriers. 

· To empower the Somali community to overcome barriers to good health care by building on existing assets and strengths within the community. 

· To build health care capacity within the Somali community by forming a cadre of Somali Community Health Workers who will assist Somali patients in accessing health care and who will impart key preventive health messages. 

· To increase the level of knowledge and awareness in the Somali community about key health issues and to improve overall access to health care.

· To increase the cultural competence of health care providers with an emphasis on Somali religion, traditions, and cultural beliefs and how these affect perceptions and expectations of Somali patients. 

· To develop culturally appropriate health education materials to effectively communicate key preventive health messages to the Somali community. 

· To share resources and materials with health providers, the Somali community, and relevant agencies throughout Minnesota to increase overall awareness of Somali health disparities.  

Partners for Health: Agency Profiles 

MIHV. Minnesota International Health Volunteers is a nonprofit, international and domestic health organization whose mission is to improve community health by creating self-sustaining primary health care projects worldwide and to create partnerships for learning between US and host country community members. We are in a unique position to apply lessons learned overseas to improve the health status of African immigrants living here in Minnesota. Founded in 1979, MIHV began its health care work in Southeast Asian refugee camps. In over 22 years, MIHV has trained more than 3,000 community health workers in 5 countries. Because of its extensive overseas experience, including 18 years in East Africa, MIHV is in a unique position to transfer “lessons learned” abroad to the growing immigrant and refugee communities in Minnesota - in particular, the many Africans who have settled in Minnesota during the past five years. 

LEAD.  Leadership, Empowerment, and Development group links new immigrants and refugees with the resources they need to succeed, including education and training.  The purpose of the organization is to empower Somali community organizations with knowledge, capacity building and leadership skills. The organization focuses on research and outreach programs and specializes in guiding communities to find their own solutions.  

CSCM.  The Confederation of Somali Communities of Minnesota, is one of the largest nonprofits in Minnesota serving the Somali community.  CSCM provides services, advocates on behalf of the community and has a great deal of credibility within the community.  Their mission is to enhance the lives of Somalis in Minnesota by: ensuring that appropriate services are delivered, uniting Somali groups in Minnesota, preserving Somali traditions and culture and educating the community-at-large about Somalis.   

This partnership combines many strengths. The partners have strong connections within the Somali community and extensive combined Somali public health expertise.  The partnership draws upon MIHV’s extensive experience in designing and implementing large community health projects and being able to use and adapt existing MIHV survey tools, methodologies, and evaluation techniques that have been field tested overseas, for use domestically with the growing Somali population. 

This Initiative has received generous support from the Minnesota Department of Health (Eliminating Health Disparities Initiative), the Medtronic Foundation,  the Mt. Sinai Community Foundation (a designated endowment of the Minneapolis Jewish Foundation), the Scandia Foundation and the Blue Cross Blue Shield of Minnesota Foundation. Additional funding is also being sought.  ________________________________________________________________________

To learn more about the Somali Health Care Initiative, contact Nathaly Herrel (MIHV) at 612-871-3023, nherrel@mihv.org or Qamar Ibrahim (LEAD) at 612-379-3850, qibrahim@aol.com. For more information about refugee health and the Eliminating Health Disparities Initiative, visit the Minnesota Department of Health website www.health.state.mn.us/divs/dpc/adps/refugee/refugee.
PAGE  
2

