HEALTH through ACTION

A LBU Q UER Q UE — N ew M exico Asian Family Center
An estimated 545,000 people live in Albuquerque, the largest city in New Mexico. Asian Americans and
Pacific Islanders make up about 2.7 percent of the city’s population and they include recent immigrants as well
as people from Japan, Vietnam, Korea, China and the Philippines. Like Asian Americans throughout the United
States they often face language barriers, higher than average rates of certain diseases and, in some cases,
family conflicts that can result in domestic violence.
A DDRESSING DOMESTI C V IOLEN C E
With a grant through a national program called Health
Through Action (HTA), The New Mexico (NM) Asian Family
Center has been working to provide Asian Americans and
Pacific Islanders with the information and services they need
to address domestic violence, health care and other pressing
issues. The center was created in 2006 as a direct service
agency providing care and referrals for victims of domestic
violence in the community and has expanded from that base,
said Sherry Spitzer, executive director of the NM Asian
Family Center.
According to a national survey by the U.S. Department
of Justice, nearly 13 percent of Asian American and Pacific
Islander women have experienced a physical assault from an
intimate partner at least once in their lifetime. However, Spitzer
says that Asian American and Pacific Islander women may
be reluctant to speak out about violence in the home so these
numbers may be much higher.

The NM Asian Family Center helps by identifying such
women and giving them the assistance they need to secure
medical care, food, clothing and safe housing options. A big
part of that assistance is interpretation and translation services
for women who cannot speak English proficiently, Spitzer said.
“We get calls all the time to provide such services,” she said,
adding that the translation services can be critical to helping
victims talk effectively to a police officer in a crisis or to a
health professional.
But teaching victims to speak out about domestic violence
can go far beyond language skills, Spitzer says.
She recalls a woman in the community who had received
case management and counseling services through the
NM Asian Family Center and who ultimately traveled to
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“We h av e c ommu n i ty me mbe r s w h o h av e d e l ay e d o bta i ni ng h e a lt h
ca re be cau se th ey h ave n o i n s u ra nc e . T h r o u gh HTA w e can h el p t h em
begin to acc e s s th e ca r e th e y n e e d to s tay h e a lth y. ”— Spi t zer
Washington, D.C., to talk about her experience with domestic
violence on Capitol Hill. “She was empowered by the ability to
tell her story,” Spitzer said. Through HTA, the NM Asian Family
Center hopes to highlight more such stories, ones that illustrate
not just the strength in the community, but other health and
social challenges that disproportionately affect Asian Americans
and Pacific Islanders.

F O C US ON HE A LTH DIS PA RITIES
Nationwide, more than half of all chronic hepatitis B cases occur
in Asian Americans, Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders, but
in New Mexico the disparity is extreme, Spitzer said. According
to the New Mexico Department of Health there are nearly 83
cases of hepatitis B per 100,000 in the Asian American and
Pacific Islander population but just 3.4 cases per 100,000 in the
white population. Hepatitis B is an infectious disease that, if left
untreated, can lead to liver cancer later in life.
The NM Asian Family Center helps Asian Americans,
including those at risk for hepatitis B, navigate the U.S. health
care system and access medical care that can prevent long-term
damage and serious complications. With the proper treatment
for hepatitis B, liver damage can be minimized or avoided.
Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders also suffer from
higher than average rates of diabetes and heart disease.
Smoking, an inactive lifestyle and consumption of high-calorie
fast food can lead to weight gain and even obesity, and can
be triggers for diabetes and heart disease.
To prevent unhealthy weight gain early in life, the NM Asian
Family Center recently launched a martial arts program for
elementary and middle school students. “There’s not a lot for
Asian American and Pacific Islander youth to do after school,”
Spitzer said. “This program gives them a chance to learn about
martial arts and get the physical activity they need to stay fit,”
she said. In addition, the staff can counsel students about the
risks associated with smoking and offer them treatment if they
have already taken up the tobacco habit, she said.

P RO V IDING A CC ESS TO HE ALTH  C A RE
Access to health care poses a challenge for many Asian
Americans and Pacific Islanders, Spitzer said. Nationally
17 percent of Asian Americans and 21 percent of Native
Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders lack health insurance. Without
such coverage, Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders often
cannot afford to obtain medical care that can prevent early
problems from progressing into chronic illnesses.

Visitors to New Mexico Asian Family Center in Albuquerque listening to a
talk by Daphne Kwok, Chair of the President’s Advisory Commission on Asian
Americans and Pacific Islanders.

With HTA funding, the NM Asian Family Center has started
to educate local community members about the Affordable
Care Act, a law that will provide health coverage to millions
of uninsured Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders throughout
the United States, including those in New Mexico. Beginning
in 2014, the law will expand Medicaid and provide subsidies
to make health insurance more affordable for low-income
families. Many New Mexico families will qualify under the
Medicaid expansion, Spitzer said. In addition, the law allows
young adults to stay on a parent’s health insurance plan,
meaning young Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders who
are enrolled in college or who have yet to secure a job with
health benefits can easily access needed medical care.
The center also helps residents who are not fluent in English
or not familiar with the U.S. health care system to fill out the
paperwork required to obtain health coverage under Medicaid
or find free clinics if they do not qualify for existing public
insurance programs. “We have community members who have
delayed obtaining health care because they have no insurance
and cannot afford to pay for medical care,” Spitzer said.
“Through HTA we can help them begin to access the care they
need to stay healthy.”
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