NEW PITTSBURGH COURIER

PITT HEALTH

MARCH 20-26,2024 A7

fakelCharueloiiou

pHealthiiodaysBelnig

meusBeln

volyed:

_Behind bars and heyond: Health equity for
incarcerated Black men IS an ongoing struggle

Richard Garland, executive
director of Reimagine Reen-
try, holds his head as he talks
about trends in gun violence in
Pittsburgh, on Sept. 7, 2023, in
his Hill District offices. (Photo
by Stephanie Strasburg/Public-
Source

The connections between vio-
lence, incarceration, and health
outcomes for Black men are
complex.

Black men face barriers to
their well-being that White men
don’t. Access to quality educa-
tion is unequal as are job op-
portunities, affordable housing,
and good healthcare, especially
in underserved communities.

Black men are also dispropor-
tionately exposed to community
and interpersonal violence, ra-
cial profiling, and police brutal-
ity.

When they’re directly impact-
ed by violence as victims or
witnesses, they may experience
physical injuries, like gunshot
wounds, stabbings, or traumatic
brain damage. They may devel-
op mental health disorders like
PTSD, depression, anxiety, and
substance abuse. They may also
suffer from chronic health con-

ditions like hypertension and
constant pain.

Even indirect violence can af-
fect Black men’s health. Maybe
a family member has been in-
carcerated or a friend or neigh-
bor has been shot or beaten.
These experiences can affect a
person’s mental outlook, cause
psychosocial stress, and put
people at risk for interpersonal
violence.

Of all the barriers to Black
men’s well-being, incarcera-
tion is one of the highest. Black
men are incarcerated at higher
rates than White men and serve
longer sentences for the same
crimes—the result of racial pro-
filing, implicit bias, harsh sen-
tencing laws, and systemic rac-
ism within the criminal justice
system.

Incarceration disrupts family
life and relationships, creates
financial problems, and results
in stigma and discrimination
that affects employment, hous-
ing, and social interactions long
after release.

In the prison system, Black
men face limited healthcare ser-
vices, leading to unmet medical
needs and untreated conditions
like hypertension, diabetes, and
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asthma. These conditions are
made worse by limited access to
healthcare, unhealthy food, and
little or no exercise.

Incarcerated Black men also
suffer from higher rates of sub-
stance abuse and psychological
distress than the general pop-
ulation. The prison environ-
ment can make existing mental
health issues worse, too—and
lead to new ones, due to over-
crowding, violence, and isola-
tion.

Even after release, Black
men face more barriers to good
healthcare. They may lack in-
surance, have difficulty finding
a job due to the stigma and dis-
crimination of being incarcer-
ated, and feel overwhelmed as
they try to navigate the outside
world.

“There is so much going on
when youre released,” says
Richard Garland, retired Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh assistant
professor and current Executive
Director of Reimagine ReEn-
try. Richard spent more than
20 years in various forms of in-
carceration before he reclaimed
his life with help from mentors
in Philadelphia’s Holmesburg
Prison.

“You may come out in worse
shape than you went in,” he ex-
plains. “You're trying to get back
in with your family and your
community and find a way to
get a job with a criminal record.
Physical and mental healthcare

don’t take priority.”

All the barriers Black men face
upon reentry can make anxiety
and depression, as well as sub-
stance abuse and addiction, spi-
ral—especially when there’s no
support and no access to safe
and effective treatment. “Men-
tal health issues are crushing
our Black families and commu-
nities,” Richard says.

It’s one of the reasons Richard
founded Reimagine ReEntry
four years ago. He and his staff
of 13 direct, coach, and mentor
formerly incarcerated Black
people in Allegheny County
from the organization’s head-
quarters in the Hill District.

With recent funding from the
county’s $50-million-dollar-com-
mitment to reducing communi-
ty violence, Reimagine ReEntry
continues to help formerly in-
carcerated people with mental
health services, workforce de-
velopment and training, family
reunification, and housing.

“Our team provides hope and
opportunities, so formerly in-
carcerated people can make
healthy choices that benefit
them, their families, and the
community,” Richard says. “We
provide this service for three
years after their release.”

Reimagine Reentry also re-
sponds to gun violence through
its CommUnity Peace, part of
the national hospital-based vi-
olence intervention program.
CommUnity Peace helps gun-
shot victims quickly and direct-
ly in the hospital where they'’re
being treated. Within 24 hours,
a violence prevention coach is
by a victim’s side offering social
support like therapy and job
training, as well as relocation
services if needed. The goal is
to stop the cycle of violence and
lower the number of gun-relat-
ed deaths.

By reducing crime and vio-
lence through structural inter-
vention, Reimagine ReEntry
hopes to reduce recidivism.
“We're seeing more Black men

entering incarceration at a
younger age and maturity lev-
el,” Richard explains. “Many of
them arrive with undiagnosed
and untreated mental health
issues. While they may receive
medicine when theyre locked
up, will it help them — or just
keep them from causing trou-
ble?”

Other forces and programs are
helping to break down barriers
to Black men’s health, including
social media. “More Black youth
are normalizing mental health
and medication on TikTok and
other sites, which helps put an
end to stigma,” he says.

Collaborative justice courts,
too, provide a better alterna-
tive to traditional criminal jus-
tice judgments. Drug courts,
for example, combine oversight
and monitoring with substance
abuse treatment. “The hope
is to reduce reentry and help
people understand why they’re
abusing drugs, so they can stop,”
Richard explains.

Programs that pair social
workers with police are de-esca-
lating mental health situations
that can turn violent and result
in injury and even death. “When
someone is in crisis, social work-
ers and police respond together,”
Richard adds.

While good things are hap-
pening, more needs to be done.
“There’s a quote I love from my
mentor John Africa of MOVE:
‘Application don’t need no con-
versation,” says Richard. “We
in the Black community must
act on behalf of Black youth. We
must embrace and support our
young Black men and help them
with education and job oppor-
tunities, so they have options.
Options empower people to rise
above their circumstances.

“We can’t give up on our young
people,” he continues. “They’re
so bright, so resilient, so strong.
The more I work with my staff,
the more respect I have for all
they offer our future.”

Live Well Allegheny REAGH project brings
health resources to priority Black neighborhoods

In 2018, the Allegh-
eny County Health
Dept (ACHD) received
a Racial and Ethnic Ap-
proaches to Community
Health (REACH) grant
to improve health, re-
duce chronic disease,
and make healthcare
more equal in Black
communities that have
the highest rate of ex-
isting health inequities.

A lot of work had been
done before the grant
was received to prepare
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a Healthier Allegheny
County,” says Univer-
sity of Pittsburgh’s Dr.
Tiffany L. Gary-Webb,
Associate Dean for DEI,
Professor in Epidemiol-
ogy, and the Associate
Director for Pitt’s Cen-
ter for Health Equity.
“It continued for the
next three years with
a food access and phys-
ical activity pilot pro-

Live Well Allegheny: Lifting Wellness for African-Americans
REACH (Racial and Ethnic Approaches to Community
Health) Project

Allegheny County
Economic
Development

with ACHD to raise
awareness about trends
in the county’s racial
health disparities in
chronic disease.

The 2018 REACH
grant funded the forma-
tion of the Live Well Al-
legheny (LWA) REACH
Coalition. Directed by
Dr. Gary-Webb and a
leadership team, the
coalition was made up
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of partners—many that
had worked together
includ-
ed organizations like
Pitt, Just Harvest, the
Food Trust, the Greater
Pittsburgh Communi-
ty Food Bank, Healthy
Start, the Black Breast-
feeding Circle, and oth-
ers.

The coalition began
meeting regularly,
completed anti-racist
training, and developed
a mission statement
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about dismantling rac-
ist systems and work-
ing together to uplift
undeserved communi-
ties.

LWA REACH imple-
mented events in three
areas: Nutrition, phys-
ical activity, and com-
munity-clinical linkag-
es. “For example, our
partners ramped up
neighborhood farmers’
markets for afford-
able fresh produce that
could be purchased with

DR. TIFFANY L. GARY-WEBB

EBT/food stamps,” Dr.
Gary-Webb explains.
“The Pittsburgh Food
Policy Council worked
in the Pittsburgh Pub-
lic Schools to create a
policy to source local,
healthier food.”
Likewise with physi-
cal activity. “We teamed
up with Allegheny
County Economic De-
velopment to work
with communities on
the built environment,”
Dr. Gary-Webb contin-
ues. “Examples include
fixing crumbling side-
walks, bike lanes and
trails through commu-
nity design projects.”
The coalition fea-
tured community-clin-
ical links between
Duquesne School of
Pharmacy, the UPMC
Children’s Hospital,
YMCA, and the Great-
er Pittsburgh Food
Bank. “These links re-
sulted in neighborhood
health and food securi-
ty screenings; referrals
for primary care; blood
pressure management
and diabetes preven-
tion and management;
and flu, COVID, and
other vaccinations,”
says Dr. Gary-Webb.
These are just a few
of the many examples
of LWA REACH’s use
of grant money to make
meaningful changes di-

rectly in priority neigh-
borhoods. “We even
provided mini project
grants to neighborhood
organizations like the
Obama PTSA, Mace-
donia FACE, Allen
Place, Ebenezer Bap-
tist Church, and Pitts-
burgh Black Pride,” Dr.
Gary-Webb adds.

Throughout the five-
year commitment, LWA
REACH tracked and
reported its progress,
as well as short-, in-
termediate-, and long-
term outcomes, to the
CDC. The results were
so successful, the coa-
lition has received an-
other five-year grant
to continue its work
through 2028.

While Dr. Gary-Webb
has stepped down from
the coalition (to con-
centrate more fully on
other health equity-re-
lated initiatives), she’s
proud of the first round
of progress.

“This was a concert-
ed effort with unapolo-
getic funding from the
federal government for
communities that suf-
fer most from health
disparities,” she says.
“Pittsburgh needs to be
more progressive about
taking action to address
health disparities, es-
pecially when you com-
pare our region to simi-
lar areas of the country.
LWA REACH is doing
that—and serving as
an example to other
REACH cities, especial-
ly in our anti-racism
work (which the CDC
has recognized) and our
ability to collaborate so
well on behalf of citi-
zens who suffer most
from health inequities.”



