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In the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, it has 
been anything but business as usual. We are 
reminded that the goal and legislative mandate 
of the UConn Health Disparities Institute (HDI) 
to advance health equity and reduce health 
disparities in Connecticut is more important now 
than ever, as our nation wrestles with the dual 
pandemics of novel COVID-19 and pre-existing 
structural racism. 

Our team at UConn HDI has gone to extraordinary 
lengths to serve our institution and our 
communities during these times of grieving, 
pain, loss, and uncertainty. We have focused on 
supporting organizations, working on policy and 
systems change, providing technical assistance 
and capacity-building supports to the public, 
and engaging legislative leaders. The COVID-19 
response activities we enacted and collaborated 
with stakeholders build on our strategic 

approaches and goal to advance health equity 
and reduce health disparities in the state of CT. 
Although these are challenging times, our team 
is heartened by the work we do together and 
we have risen to the call to take forward moving 
action in the face of the dual pandemics of 
COVID-19 and racism. We know we will weather 
the storm as we have weathered our nation’s 
crises throughout history:  in community with 
one another. In the following report, we outline 
our COVID-19 response activities guided by our 
four strategic approaches to eliminating health 
disparities and advancing health equity:

• Support policy action and systems change.
• Change data-driven and public narratives 

about vulnerable populations.
• Deepen community engagement and cultivate 

cross-sector collaborations.
• Enhance health equity research, training, and 

innovation. 

Introduction Our Vision
Everyone in 

Connecticut will have 
an opportunity to 
enjoy good health  

and well-being.

Our Mission
To reduce disparities by 

turning ideas shown to 

work into policies and 

actions.
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Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic 
in the U.S., HDI has been working tirelessly to 
respond to the dual pandemics of COVID-19 
and racism, with calls to embed equity in our 
emergency response.

Through our COVID-19 response efforts, HDI 
has gained greater statewide and national 
visibility, which has resulted in HDI leadership 
being called to serve in the following ways:

• Invited to Congressional strategy sessions 
to offer insights about policy levers to 
advance health equity, particularly in 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic.

• Invited by Mayor Luke Bronin to lead the 
Public Health Working Group for the City 
of Hartford’s COVID-19 Recovery Task 
Force and make recommendations for 
Hartford’s reopening process.

• Interviewed as a public health and racial 
equity expert for over 21 media pieces.

• Requested to speak as a subject matter 
expert on policy and systems change, health 
equity, and racism at statewide and national 
forums, including but not limited to the:

• CT Black and Puerto Rican Caucus
• CT Department of Mental Health and 

Addiction Services
• Commission on Women, Children, 

Seniors, Equity & Opportunity
• Ministerial Health Fellowship
• CT Maternal and Infant Mortality Work 

Group on Maternity, Postpartum & 
Well-baby Care

• American Psychological Association

• Engaged by two 
foundations – Hartford 
Foundation for Public 
Giving and UConn 
Foundation – to speak 
with stakeholders 
regarding racial/ethnic 
disparities in COVID-19 
and solutions to 
advance health equity.

• Published seven op-eds and articles, 
including two in partnership with Health 
Equity Solutions, on COVID-19, health 
equity, and racism.

• Served as a subject matter expert to support 
the offices of Senators Chris Murphy and 
Chris Van Hollen in the introduction of 
federal legislation to reform medical debt 
and strengthen consumer protections 
(S.4697). This follows the introduction of the 
COVID-19 Medical Debt Collection Relief Act 
of 2020 (S.4350) in July, a bill that would 
prevent health care providers from taking 
drastic steps to collect medical debt from 
COVID-19 positive patients.

Across our COVID-19 response, our reach 
continues to grow and includes over:

• 45K viewers/participants in community 
conversations/presentations

• 265K engagements on social media
• 73 partners across and beyond UConn
• 21 media interviews
• 147.9 million potential readers of op-ed and 

news articles
• 16 presentations/webinars

Overall Impact 
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Health Equity Week Campaign
For the second year, we launched Health 
Equity Week in partnership with Health Equity 
Solutions. We rapidly shifted our campaign in 
early April to a virtual platform, given COVID-
related closures. Coming at the early stages 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, the Health Equity 
Week campaign was a jump start to building 
statewide momentum around addressing 
racial disparities and centering health equity in 
Connecticut’s COVID-19 pandemic response.

Our call to action was for the consistent 
collection and public reporting of race, 
ethnicity, and language data for COVID-19 
testing, cases, hospitalizations, and deaths. 
We also recommended that standardized 
data collection be required across health, 
basic needs, and economic supports, such as 
Medicaid, Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP), and unemployment.

In partnership with 
Health Equity Solutions, 
we published two op-eds, 
deployed a social media 
campaign with original 
content, and shared a social 
media toolkit in English and Spanish.

Dr. Wizdom Powell gave the keynote address 
at the Ministerial Health Fellowship Town Hall 
on COVID-19, health disparities, and policy 
and systems solutions. Over 145 stakeholders 
attended the town hall, including at least 
seven state legislators. We conducted 
follow-up with each legislator, including 
representatives from the Black and Puerto 
Rican Caucus.

See our webpage for our Health 
Equity Week 2020 Call to Action and 
resources page.

Approach:  

POLICY ACTION  
& SYSTEMS 

CHANGE

https://health.uconn.edu/health-disparities/news-and-events/health-equity-week-2020/
https://health.uconn.edu/health-disparities/news-and-events/health-equity-week-2020/
https://health.uconn.edu/health-disparities/news-and-events/health-equity-week-2020/
https://health.uconn.edu/health-disparities/news-and-events/health-equity-week-2020/
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Approach:  

DATA-DRIVEN 
& PUBLIC 

NARRATIVES

Covid-19 Data Mapping
We leveraged our data analytics expertise and 
the PolicyMap tool to track COVID-19 health 
disparities in CT.

We are working with the CT Department of 
Health to provide accessible, up-to-date data by 
race/ethnicity, gender, and age to draw focused 
attention to disparate infection rates, number of 
tests, and mortality rates. Specifically, we created 
a dashboard that reports death rates per 100,000 

residents by gender and 
race/ethnicity; COVID-19 
infections in CT per 10,000 
residents by town, and daily 
changes in COVID-19 tests in CT.

We continue to make these data and 
maps available for public consumption. 
See maps presented on the UConn HDI 
Website and Tableau.

https://health.uconn.edu/health-disparities/health-equity-covid19/
https://health.uconn.edu/health-disparities/health-equity-covid19/
https://public.tableau.com/profile/coman#!/vizhome/Covid-19infectiondisparitiesinCTuptoApr_10/DashbMapLast
https://health.uconn.edu/health-disparities/news-and-events/health-equity-week-2020/
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Approach:  

COMMUNITY 
ENGAGEMENT & 
COLLABORATION

In response to the racial/ethnic disparities 
in COVID-19 across Connecticut, UConn HDI 
brainstormed a series of strategic actions to 
reduce these disparities. We engaged with our 
coalition members on the Equal Coverage to 
Care Coalition and Boys and Men of Color Multi-
Sector Alliance to identify priorities for action.

• We created a survey to assess priorities 
among our partner organizations. Over 45 
organizations received the survey and 22 
organizations responded. We convened these 
multi-sector organizations for discussion of 
the priorities that emerged from the survey. 
The result of this coalition engagement was an 
advocacy tool, the “Racial/Ethnic Disparities 
in COVID-19: Priorities for Action” report.

• In the report, these priorities are set forth by 
multi-sector organizations currently delivering 
urgently needed social, economic, spiritual 
support and health services to people of color. 
These short, mid, and long-term priorities for 
action are aimed at reducing racial/ethnic 
disparities in COVID-19 across Connecticut. 
The group of multi-sector organizations 
identified testing, contact tracing, hazard pay, 
and personal protective equipment (PPE) 
for people of color as priorities for reducing 
disparities. The group also prioritized the 
disaggregation of data by race/ethnicity.

In response to the 
racist murders of 
Ahmaud Arbery, 
Breonna Taylor, 
George Floyd, 
and Black men 
and women 
across the nation, 
HDI organized a 
series of virtual 

gatherings and conversations on racial profiling 
of Black men and women during the pandemic, 

facilitated by Dr. 
Wizdom Powell.

HDI partnered with 
Amplify, Inc. and 
the Ministerial Health 
Fellowship to host a town 
hall and community conversation (fishbowl 
dialogue) series 
on healing 
from COVID-19 
and racism, 
with a focus 
on behavioral 
health. Dr. Powell 
gave the keynote 
address at the 
town hall and 
facilitated the 
fishbowl dialogue. Four state legislators and the 
Office of Health Strategy attended these events.

Led by the UConn Asian and Asian American 
Studies Institute (AAASI), the Afro Yaqui Music 
Collective, the People’s Collective for Justice and 
Liberation, and Kamora’s Cultural Corner, HDI was 
proud to partner on the Black Art Heals event 
in July 2020. With generous co-sponsorship 
from the Africana Studies Institute, Center for 
Treatment of Developmental Trauma Disorder 
and the Center for Trauma Recovery and Juvenile 
Justice, we partnered in this event because 

of our shared 
commitment 
to racial justice 
and foundational 
belief that the 
arts and creative 
expression 
are the most 
powerful vehicle 
for healing and 
transformation.

Collaborations & Community Engagement

https://health.uconn.edu/health-disparities/2020/06/19/racial-ethnic-disparities-in-covid-19-priorities-for-action/
https://health.uconn.edu/health-disparities/2020/06/19/racial-ethnic-disparities-in-covid-19-priorities-for-action/
https://health.uconn.edu/health-disparities/covid-19/virtual-gatherings/
https://health.uconn.edu/health-disparities/covid-19/virtual-gatherings/
https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?v=315141049612289&ref=watch_permalink
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Approach:  

RESEARCH, 
TRAINING, & 
INNOVATION

Educational Mission 
The HDI health equity leadership program 
is a crucial part of fulfilling our educational 
mission and during the pandemic, our team 
worked to ensure students had continued 
access to training and leadership development 
opportunities remotely.

• Four students completed their internship 
experience. Students also met with their 
individual preceptors two times a week for 
support, check-ins, and encouragement. 
Additionally, students participated in an 
HDI-led seminar series covering topics of 
health equity including a health equity 
101 two-part seminar, trauma, nutrition 
and health behavior, and food policy 
and systems in collaboration with UConn 
Faculty. During the summer, we offered 
students opportunities for their practicum 
and research experience. Two students 
complete their MPH practicum while three 
students gained individual research in 
medical debt patient perspectives, health 

socialization and 
masculinities, and 
practical skills in 
topics pertaining to 
incarceration, trauma, 
behavioral health among 
boys and men of color.

• Two UConn School of Medicine students 
interviewed HDI team for PACTS Health 
Disparities Conference in April 2020. This 
conference included 110 medical students 
who had an opportunity to learn about 
UConn HD’s pre-pandemic efforts to advance 
health equity and our current initiatives.

• We received requests to train residents in 
the UConn Pediatrics Residency Program 
at Connecticut Children’s Medical Center 
in health equity and health disparities, 
particularly in the midst of the pandemic. 
Dr. Powell presented on April 28, 2020 on 
the topic of Health Disparities & Health 
Equity in the Time of COVID-19.
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Op-Eds and Articles
Our team has published a total of seven op-eds 
and articles focused on the COVID-19 pandemic 
and health equity.

• Powell, W. Bones in our basements: 
Addressing COVID-19 and incarceration, 
Medical News Today, September 7, 2020.

• Villagra, V. Can the COVID-19 Pandemic 
Save Other Lives? The Donaghue Foundation 
Soapbox, July 8, 2020.

• Powell, W. It’s time to speak unapologetically 
to Black America’s emotional wounds, Medical 
News Today, July 4, 2020.

• Powell, W. This Father’s Day I’m grieving with 
Black children who have lost their fathers to 
police brutality. Here’s why you should also 
mourn — and how to support them, Business 
Insider, June 21, 2020.

• Villagra, V., & Coman, E. There are tools to 
address the racial/ethnic health disparities 
exposed to the coronavirus, CT Mirror (CT 
Viewpoints), May 22, 2020

• Everette, T. & Powell, W. Data to promote 
health equity amid multiple threats of 
COVID-19, CT News Junkie, April 14, 2020

• Powell, W. & Everette, T. Why we Need to 
be talking about health equity during the 
Coronavirus pandemic, Hartford Courant, April 
11, 2020

Presentations/Webinars
• Powell, W., 6th Annual Dads Matter Too 

Conference on Reshaping Fatherhood with a 
Racial Justice Lens:  Striving for Health Equity, 
Keynote Address, September 18, 2020, virtual.

• Powell, W., Let’s Talk About Healing 
Strategies: Public Health Crisis, COVID-19, 
& Racism Conversation Starter, CT Office of 
the Governor, Department of Mental Health 
and Addiction Services, and Department of 
Children and Families, September 10, 2020, 
virtual.

• Powell, W., It’s time for radical healing, TedX 
Santa Barbara, July 29, 2020, virtual.

• Powell, W., A Hidden Pandemic: Mental 
Health, Trauma, and Racial Healing, 
Community-Campus Partnership for Health 
and UNC Center for Health Equity Research, 
July 8, 2020, virtual.

• Powell, W., Healing through COVID-19 and 
Racism:  Bridging behavioral health gaps to 
build health communities, Keynote Address at 
Amplify Town Hall, June 24, 2020, virtual.

• Powell, W., How Race, Ethnicity, Culture, and 
Identity Impact Treatment of Trauma, National 
Child Traumatic Stress Network, June 16, 
2020, virtual. 

• Powell, W., Health Inequities: Addressing the 
Disease Burden in Black, Indigenous, and 
People of Color Communities, Alliance for 
Health Policy, June 16, 2020, virtual.

• Powell, W., Beneath the Masks: Men 
Masculinities, and COVID-19 Disparities, 
American Psychological Association, June 12, 
2020, virtual.

• Powell, W., When We See Them:  Optimizing 
supports for boys and their families amidst the 
COVID-19 pandemic, Durham Nativity School 
Town Hall, May 2020, virtual.

Articles, Presentations, & Media

https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/bones-in-our-basements-addressing-covid-19-and-incarceration
https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/bones-in-our-basements-addressing-covid-19-and-incarceration
https://donaghue.org/soapbox/can-the-covid-19-pandemic-save-other-lives/
https://donaghue.org/soapbox/can-the-covid-19-pandemic-save-other-lives/
https://www.businessinsider.com/how-to-support-children-lost-fathers-to-police-violence-2020-6
https://www.businessinsider.com/how-to-support-children-lost-fathers-to-police-violence-2020-6
https://www.businessinsider.com/how-to-support-children-lost-fathers-to-police-violence-2020-6
https://www.businessinsider.com/how-to-support-children-lost-fathers-to-police-violence-2020-6
https://ctmirror.org/category/ct-viewpoints/there-are-tools-to-address-the-racial-ethnic-health-disparities-exposed-by-the-coronavirus/
https://ctmirror.org/category/ct-viewpoints/there-are-tools-to-address-the-racial-ethnic-health-disparities-exposed-by-the-coronavirus/
https://ctmirror.org/category/ct-viewpoints/there-are-tools-to-address-the-racial-ethnic-health-disparities-exposed-by-the-coronavirus/
https://www.ctnewsjunkie.com/archives/entry/20200415_op-ed_data_to_promote_health_equity_amid_multiple_threats_of/
https://www.ctnewsjunkie.com/archives/entry/20200415_op-ed_data_to_promote_health_equity_amid_multiple_threats_of/
https://www.ctnewsjunkie.com/archives/entry/20200415_op-ed_data_to_promote_health_equity_amid_multiple_threats_of/
https://www.courant.com/opinion/op-ed/hc-op-powell-everette-health-coronavirus-0411-20200411-jpr2miwfkjdxlb4pxjrzww64yq-story.html
https://www.courant.com/opinion/op-ed/hc-op-powell-everette-health-coronavirus-0411-20200411-jpr2miwfkjdxlb4pxjrzww64yq-story.html
https://www.courant.com/opinion/op-ed/hc-op-powell-everette-health-coronavirus-0411-20200411-jpr2miwfkjdxlb4pxjrzww64yq-story.html
https://tedxsantabarbara.com/2020/dr-wizdom-powell-phd-mph-its-time-for-radical-healing/
http://www.ccphealth.org/covid-19-equity-session7/
http://www.ccphealth.org/covid-19-equity-session7/
http://www.allhealthpolicy.org/covid-19-webinar-series-page/
http://www.allhealthpolicy.org/covid-19-webinar-series-page/
http://www.allhealthpolicy.org/covid-19-webinar-series-page/
https://health.uconn.edu/health-disparities/covid-19/virtual-gatherings/
https://health.uconn.edu/health-disparities/covid-19/virtual-gatherings/
https://health.uconn.edu/health-disparities/covid-19/virtual-gatherings/
https://health.uconn.edu/health-disparities/covid-19/virtual-gatherings/
https://health.uconn.edu/health-disparities/covid-19/virtual-gatherings/
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• Powell, W., Universal Exposure, 
Disproportionate Impact: the Imperative 
of an Equity Response to Pandemic and 
Healthcare, CT Commission on Women, 
Children, Seniors, Equity & Opportunity, 
May 27, 2020, virtual.

• Powell, W., COVID-19 and Challenges 
Faced by Diverse Families - Parenting 
in the Age of COVID-19, American 
Psychological Association, May 14, 2020, 
virtual.

• Powell, W., The Stage is Set: The 
Imperative of Leadership Now, CT 
Commission on Women, Children, Seniors, 
Equity & Opportunity, May 6, 2020, virtual.

• Powell, W., CT Black and Puerto Rican 
Caucus Tele-Health Town Hall, Keynote 
Address, April 30, 2020, virtual.

• Powell, W., Justice for All: Pandemic 
Response in Incarcerated Populations, 
Community-Campus Partnership for 
Health and UNC Center for Health Equity 
Research, April 29, 2020, virtual.

• Powell, W., Same River Twice? 
Reflections on Centering Health Equity in 
Connecticut’s COVID-19 Response, Keynote 
Address at Ministerial Health Fellowship 
Town Hall, April 15, 2020, virtual.

• Villagra, V., COVID-19 and Social 
Determinants of Health, Connecticut 
Maternal Mortality Review Committee, 
April 2020, virtual.

Media Interviews
Our team has been actively engaging with 
the public through multiple media outlets, 
including newspapers and podcasts. Please 

see below for a list of media interviews 
and coverage of our work that resulted in 
published pieces.

• State’s Black leaders and pastors react 
with dismay to suggestion by Connecticut 
governor that Black churches should 
help lead support for COVID-19 vaccine, 
Hartford Courant, September 13, 2020

• The federal government will pay COVID-19 
bills for Connecticut’s uninsured, but do 
they know that?, CT Mirror, July 9, 2020

• Racism Is a Health Crisis. Why Aren’t We 
Treating It Like One?, Healthline, June 23, 
2020

• Race is not the reason Black Americans 
have a higher risk of dying from the 
coronavirus. It’s racism, Business Insider, 
June 19, 2020

• White Shame:  How To Convert Guilt into 
Action, Inverse, June 17, 2020

• Amid the Protests and pandemic, a new 
call for health equity reform, CT Mirror, 
June 15, 2020

• Hacen un Nuevo Llamado a la Reforma 
de Equidad en Salud en Connecticut, 
Identidad Latina, June 15, 2020

• Depression and anxiety spiked among 
black Americans after George Floyd’s 
death, The Washington Post, June 13, 2020

• Also appeared in Anchorage News; 
UConn Today; Fox DC; National 
Collaborative; News Break

• Beyond Protests: 5 More Ways To Channel 
Anger Into Action to Fight Racism, 
Morning Edition, National Public Radio, 
June 7, 2020

https://www.facebook.com/CWCSEO/videos/626006821346045/UzpfSTQwMjk2MDcxMDE4MDU2NTo4ODgzOTkyMjgzMDMzNzU/
https://www.facebook.com/CWCSEO/videos/626006821346045/UzpfSTQwMjk2MDcxMDE4MDU2NTo4ODgzOTkyMjgzMDMzNzU/
https://www.facebook.com/CWCSEO/videos/626006821346045/UzpfSTQwMjk2MDcxMDE4MDU2NTo4ODgzOTkyMjgzMDMzNzU/
https://www.facebook.com/CWCSEO/videos/626006821346045/UzpfSTQwMjk2MDcxMDE4MDU2NTo4ODgzOTkyMjgzMDMzNzU/
https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?v=775326193263962&ref=watch_permalink
https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?v=775326193263962&ref=watch_permalink
https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?v=775326193263962&ref=watch_permalink
https://www.facebook.com/CWCSEO/videos/241506413574667/UzpfSTQwMjk2MDcxMDE4MDU2NTo4NzQwOTgwNTMwNjY4MjY/
https://www.facebook.com/CWCSEO/videos/241506413574667/UzpfSTQwMjk2MDcxMDE4MDU2NTo4NzQwOTgwNTMwNjY4MjY/
https://www.facebook.com/CtBlackAndPuertoRicanCaucus/videos/826812361143108/
https://www.facebook.com/CtBlackAndPuertoRicanCaucus/videos/826812361143108/
http://www.ccphealth.org/covid-19-equity-session3/
http://www.ccphealth.org/covid-19-equity-session3/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1xEnelDrdYp4Uvegswi_LMqQ52soW0sVo/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1xEnelDrdYp4Uvegswi_LMqQ52soW0sVo/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1xEnelDrdYp4Uvegswi_LMqQ52soW0sVo/view
https://www.courant.com/coronavirus/hc-news-coronavirus-lamont-working-with-black-churches-vaccine-20200913-3yodarucfzaizazzxvuz6sv2pe-story.html
https://www.courant.com/coronavirus/hc-news-coronavirus-lamont-working-with-black-churches-vaccine-20200913-3yodarucfzaizazzxvuz6sv2pe-story.html
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Amid the protests and pandemic, a renewed call for health
equity reform

 by JENNA CARLESSO  JUNE 15, 2020  VIEW AS "CLEAN READ"HEALTH ::

The Rev. Robyn Anderson, co-founder of the Ministerial
Health Fellowship, talked about the need for more
community health workers.
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Tekisha Dwan Everette, right, is executive director of Health Equity Solutions. She is pictured with staff members Karen Siegel,
director of policy, left, and Samantha Lew, policy analyst and advocacy specialist, in their Hartford office. The group promotes
policies and practices that result in equitable health care access for all.

As state officials consider reforms to curb and prevent police brutality, the protests that have

flared up nationwide since the death of George Floyd and the inequities exposed by the COVID-19

pandemic have laid bare the need to also address structural racism in the public health system,

advocates say.

“As we’ve been watching the protests that have erupted across our country in response to the

killing of George Floyd and others, we know now that even in the midst of the pandemic, structural

racism and the racism that shows up as people navigate social space are still alive and well,” said

Wizdom Powell, director of the Health Disparities Institute at UConn Health. “We’ve long been

arguing for a systems change around health care access and insurance.”

In Connecticut, Black residents are 2 ½ times more likely to die from a coronavirus infection than

whites. The death rate for Hispanics is 67% higher than for white residents. Those chasms have

long been present in other areas of health, from asthma rates to insurance coverage disparities.
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Wizdom Powell is director of the Health Disparities Institute and Associate Professor of Psychiatry at UConn Health.

People of color here are also more likely to work in high-risk, “essential” jobs, such as those in

nursing homes, grocery stores and retail, and to live in densely populated communities and have

higher rates of pre-existing conditions like diabetes and asthma that are caused or worsened by

systemic racism.

During the pandemic, residents in low income, predominantly minority neighborhoods have faced

larger barriers to testing and other services. Until May, two-thirds of the state’s testing sites

required a doctor’s note, and many people living in these communities have no insurance or

primary care doctor to refer them.

Advocates who for years have been pushing for reform in the health system say lawmakers should

consider changes when convening a special session this summer.

Proposals that have taken on fresh urgency include an expansion of Medicaid, known as HUSKY in

Connecticut, better data collection that reflects more races and ethnicities, opening up Medicaid

coverage to undocumented residents, and accountability measures to ensure equity proposals are

being followed in state agencies, advocates said.

“We are demanding that our government is actively intentional about focusing on racial equity

through policy change,” said Tekisha Dwan Everette, executive director of Health Equity Solutions.

“That means first declaring that racism is a public health crisis that must be addressed and

requires our attention.”

Pervasive disparities

Data on the coronavirus’ impact on minority communities was at first incomplete and later

adjusted to give a truer picture of how people of color have been affected in Connecticut. But better

data collection extends beyond the pandemic.

Most of the race-related statistics gathered in the state – from Medicaid enrollment to the

uninsured population – show health outcomes for Black, Hispanic, Asian and white residents. The

broader categorization masks disparities that affect residents of certain races and ethnicities. For

example, diseases that disproportionately impact Puerto Ricans or Mexicans may not register in

data that covers Hispanics more broadly.

Advocates are urging the state to expand its reporting by requiring more specificity in race and

ethnicity. They also have recommended gathering data based on the many languages spoken in

Connecticut. Reform in this area could include financial incentives for departments or agencies to

step up their efforts.

“We don’t do a good job in the state of reporting actively and fully on racial, ethnic, and language

data,” Everette said. “So we can’t solve a problem – even though we know it exists – if we don’t have

the tools to monitor our progress in that way.”
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A woman holds a Black Lives Matter sign so passengers on a city bus can see it during a protest demanding the defunding of police
in front of Hartford City Hall.

Medicaid expansion is another priority. Many people in Connecticut make too much money to

qualify for Medicaid but not enough to purchase a plan on the state’s health exchange – a

population that advocates say “falls through the cracks” when it comes to health coverage.

Last year, lawmakers restored some of the funding for Medicaid that was cut in 2016 after the

legislature tightened income restrictions. In 2019, they pushed the qualifying threshold to 160% of

the federal poverty level, up from 155%. That extended coverage to about 3,600 more people.

But advocates are now pressing for the threshold to reach 201% of the federal poverty level. Officials

with the state’s Department of Social Services did not have an estimate of what that would cost the

state, which faces a deficit this year of more than $600 million due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

“This crisis has made evident that access to care is critically important,” Patricia Baker, head of the

Connecticut Health Foundation, which advocates for policies that address racial and ethnic health

disparities.“The population that often gets neglected is those who are 133% to 200% [of the federal

poverty level]. They are the most vulnerable, with the least means of even purchasing coverage on

the exchange. So we believe any expansion of coverage and discussion should make that a top

priority.”

The COVID-19 pandemic has also turned a spotlight back on an issue that failed to gain support

last year: opening Medicaid coverage to the undocumented community.

During the 2019 legislative session, lawmakers considered a bill that would have allowed

Connecticut’s roughly 18,000 undocumented children to receive state-funded health coverage.

Nonprofit groups had estimated the first-year cost to be about $4 million and the second-year

expense to be $15 million as more children joined the program. But the bill fell into limbo after the

state’s nonpartisan Office of Fiscal Analysis pegged the cost at $53 million per year for the first two

years.

State officials have extended some relief to the undocumented community since the COVID-19

pandemic began – Gov. Ned Lamont ordered that those residents could get access to Medicaid for

emergency medical conditions (including testing for coronavirus and certain provider visits).

Lamont also promised $3.5 million in state and philanthropic dollars to help undocumented

families ineligible for federal pandemic relief.

But advocates say the COVID-19 crisis has highlighted the need for more to be done – including

again exploring the feasibility of opening Medicaid to Connecticut’s undocumented population.

“The fact that we’re in an international pandemic shows how health care needs to be a human right

and why people need to have access to health care,” said Camila Bortoletto, who with her twin

sister founded the immigrant rights group CT Students for a Dream. “We’re only as healthy as the

least healthy among us.”

Finding ways to direct more funding to community health workers, who help bridge the gap

between the health care system and underserved communities, is another priority.

The Rev. Robyn Anderson, a co-founder of the advocacy group Ministerial Health Fellowship, said

those workers play a crucial role in reducing disparities. After the pandemic began, she and her

colleagues put together an initiative to educate communities of color about the coronavirus, to

hand out masks and other supplies, and to discuss health care options. Having more community

health workers could help expand that effort, she said.

“We’re very concerned,” Anderson said. “We hope [legislators] will be able to really look at health

equity through the lens of structural racism and make some policy changes.”

Once these reforms are in place, Everette said she hopes state departments will appoint someone

to ensure they are followed. Having an “equity monitor” embedded in key offices, such as the

governor’s office and health-related departments, would keep people accountable.

Several key lawmakers said they are considering equity reforms.

Sen. Kevin Kelly, a ranking Republican on the

legislature’s Insurance and Real Estate

Committee, has suggested putting together a

task force to study health insurance and health

care inequities. The group would complete its

work by the end of the year and make

recommendations in time for the 2021 regular

session.

“It’s an issue that needs to be studied because

you can’t ignore the numbers and you can’t ignore

the facts,” he said.

But others said the changes shouldn’t wait.

“It is certainly clear that one of the things we have

seen highlighted by the pandemic is, once again,

the disparities caused by race and poverty,” said

Senate President Pro Tem Martin Looney, a New

Haven Democrat. “This now gives us a mandate to move on things that had been seen as certainly

advisable, but now seem even more urgent.”

Rep. Sean Scanlon, a Guilford Democrat who is a co-chairman of the Insurance Committee, said

lawmakers should immediately begin looking at Medicaid expansion and access for the

undocumented community.

“Disparities don’t end with policing,” he said. “The coronavirus has exposed something that we’ve

long known but rarely talk about – that the kind of health care you receive is dictated by the ZIP

code you live in. I just don’t think that that can be acceptable to us anymore.”
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