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At our Policy & Issues 
Forum back in March, 
some 2,500 people came 

to our nation’s capital from a variety 
of backgrounds, cultures, and 
communities to continue building 
relationships and build upon 
health center innovation. They also 
came to celebrate the work and 
achievements of their own local 
health centers and of community 
health centers nationwide, which 
care for over 28 million people all 
across the country. What brought 
them all together was not what 
made them different but rather 
what they shared in common —  
a love of community and a deep, 
sacred belief in the value of their 
work at health centers, and more 
importantly an abiding belief in the 
promise of America.

That is what I have felt from the 
very moment I began working with 
the poor farmworker community 
in Harlingen, TX, in 1968 to plan 
— and later to manage — the health 
center in that community. And 
that feeling has both bound me 
and inspired me in my work with 
NACHC and health centers over the 
past half century.

Health centers have served as 
innovators in addressing costly 
chronic illness and the root causes 
of poor health, reaching beyond the 
walls of traditional medicine and 
partnering with other providers 

and organizations to apply bold 
community-based solutions to treat 
population health. They start food 
banks and community gardens, 
provide housing and job training, 
and integrate behavioral and oral 
health with primary care. In doing 
so, health centers empower their 
patients to effectively manage their 
health and help reduce health care 
costs. They also help to bolster 
a truer sense of community for 
everyone living there.

The critical distinguishing feature 
of the health center model of 
community empowerment is that 
the community has been directly 
involved in virtually every aspect 
of the centers’ operations, and, in 
turn, each health center has become 
an integral part of its community. 
Health centers identify the most 
pressing community needs and 
either develop or advocate for the 
most effective business or public 
policy solutions. 

On a personal level, I’m proud of 
all we have accomplished together 
during my time at NACHC:

n We doubled in size for the first 
time during my time working 
with the Carter Administration, 
growing from 2.5 to 5 million 
patients in four short years, 
and grew the National Health 
Services Corps (NHSC) program 
to more than 5,000 clinicians.

n We beat back the block 
grant pushed by the Reagan 
Administration in the early 
1980s, keeping the program in 
the hands of local communities 
and governing boards.

n We finally secured appropriate 
payment from Medicaid through 
the Federally Qualified Health 
Center (FQHC) system in 1989, 
defeating a later effort to end 
its cost-based payment and 
eventually replacing it with the 
Prospective Payment System — 
and we have continued to beat 
back efforts to repeal or scale it 
back ever since.

n We secured federal malpractice 
coverage through the Federal 
Tort Claims Act, helping health 
centers to take over $250 million 
back from private insurers and 
plow it into direct patient care.

n We won deep discounts on 
patient medications through  
the 340B program, saving an 
estimated $250 million a year.

n We again doubled the size of the 
Health Center program 
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under President George W. 
Bush, growing from 9 million 
to 18 million patients served 
— now there’s a solid example 
of bipartisan support for our 
program with real teeth!

n We got more than $2 billion 
in capital funding through the 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act 
to build, expand, and develop 
literally thousands more health 
center sites — going from 5,000 
to more than 10,000 health care 
locations.

n And we secured $11 billion in 
new, guaranteed community 
health center funding to 
nearly double our reach again, 
growing to serve more than 28 
million people last year. We 
also doubled the NHSC to now 
more than 10,000 clinicians, 
and established a new Teaching 
Health Center program, 
which now trains more than 
600 physician residents at 60 
Teaching Health Centers.

n Finally, we got the Health 
Center and NHSC programs 
reauthorized PERMANENTLY.

Does this mean that our work is 
done? Hardly! We still have to fight 
— once again — to fix the funding 
cliff — hopefully on a permanent 
basis, and soon.  

So what can all of us do during these 
seemingly apocalyptic times? Three 
things spring to mind most clearly:

First, we can each do the job we 
are called to do every day: continue 
delivering the very best care for the 
thousands of people who count on 
health centers and who would have 
little or nothing in the way of good 
health care were it not for their local 
health center — that must continue 
to happen every day.

Second, reach out to your 
community partners, including 
your local public health agencies, 
local hospitals, and even local 
private practitioners, as well as local 
housing agencies, schools, social 
service agencies, food banks, and 
other service or advocacy groups. 
Health is a community affair, 
and we can no longer operate in 
splendid isolation from all the  
social determinants that affect  
the health and well-being of  
those we serve.

And finally, in the words of Dorothy 
Day, a fighter for peace and justice 
from over a century ago, you — 
and all of us — can “fight like hell 
for the living.” We can — and 
must — continue and strengthen 
our advocacy for those we serve, 
who all too often cannot speak 
for themselves, and demand that 
our Members of Congress and 
other elected officials show adult 
leadership and fully fund these 
essential programs for the good 
of the millions they serve. To do 
otherwise is to ignore the very 
reason they were elected — to make 
government work for the people  
it serves.

For me, as Willie Nelson sang not 
too long ago, it’s been ONE HELL 
OF A RIDE — and I intend to be 
there when it is done, and hope you 
will be, too. Right now, all I can say 
is thanks for the friendship, and for 
the support, and for the wonderful 
memories. u

Dan Hawkins is Senior Vice 
President for Public Policy and 
Research for NACHC.
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