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The City of Winchester local government recognizes the need to not only effectively manage the city but to be involved as an active community leader in order to make a difference in improving the quality of life for area residents.  The City partners with many non-profit and civic organizations to make sure they are able to continue providing vital community services.  For this reason, the City of Winchester partnered with Valley Health Systems, the regional hospital and several others to create Our Health, Inc.  Our Health is a partnership of non-profit service providers, local governments, businesses, and residents who have consolidated their resources to provide health and human services at little or no cost to area residents at one accessible location.  
Following an extensive needs assessment survey conducted in 1997, Our Health, Inc. was established in 1999 as a 501 (c) 3 non-profit organization serving Winchester and two surrounding jurisdictions.  Our Health was formed to address the community and systemic health issues found by the assessment and plaguing many non-profit health and human service providers including:
· Lack of Infrastructure: Many organizations were forced to operate of out inadequate, hard to access facilities, or the facilities carried high rents and overhead forcing providers to reduce the number of low-income and disadvantaged persons they could serve.

· Lack of coordination/collaboration: Many persons needing health related services were falling through the cracks.  Providers were doing their best, but gaps in the regional health service delivery system were clearly evident.  Many organizations had adopted the “stovepipe” approach, and did not actively collaborate with other organizations.

· Lack of organizational capacity:  Many organizations were operating short-staffed, or were forced to be overly reliant on volunteer labor.  Turnover among health related non-profits was high, and there were few opportunities for the training, technical assistance and professional development needed to maintain a stable and qualified health care workforce.

· Lack of resources:  Operating deficits and lack of funding plagued may organizations, forcing some to reduce vital programs and services despite intense community need.  From a financial standpoint, some very worthy non-profit providers were struggling just to make the next payroll.

These issues were all playing out in a region where poverty is still significant.  For example, poverty in Winchester actually increased from 1990-2000, while most every other community in the nation saw poverty decrease during that period.  Over 40% of babies born in Winchester are born to single mothers.  One of out ten households earns less than $10,000.  Almost one in five of all Winchester children under five years of age live in poverty.  From 1990-2000, the Hispanic population exploded 597% in Winchester and many of these new residents have serious difficulty accessing affordable care in a culturally welcoming environment.  Health literacy is an issue, as all three jurisdictions have educational attainments rates that are below both Virginia and U.S. averages.  Approximately 17% of the region’s population has no health insurance.  This area is one of the fastest growing/aging regions in Virginia, with persons over 55 years of age being the largest demographic.  The retirement of the baby boomers will put an enormous strain on the region’s health care capacity.  
Our Health was created because these needs called for a collaborative approach that required many public-private partnerships.  However, finding partners was an easy task, because the Our Health concept was one that could provide a remedy to the area’s most unfortunate and pressing health and human issues.  This approach is innovative and was created from many compassionate individuals and organizations that wanted to make a difference in the community.  These partners included the City of Winchester, two surrounding counties, Valley Health System, six non-profit agencies, the state of Virginia, the federal government, and over 500 community volunteers.  
Through a successful capital campaign that raised in excess of $4.3 million with gifts from approximately 220 individuals, organizations and governments, blighted property was acquired in downtown Winchester.  After two years of redevelopment, restoration of several existing buildings, and construction of new facilities, the Phase I Campus was completed.  On October 24, 2003, Our Health dedicated the Robert G. Kendall Community Services Campus.    
An important element of the project funding was a Community Development Block Grant received by the City of Winchester, which incorporated the Our Health campus.  This grant allowed the City to assist Our Health by providing approximately $323,000 for new construction and existing structural improvements.  Thanks to Our Health and the Community Development Block Grant, a once blighted section of Old Town Winchester is now a beautiful and vibrant area that promotes future redevelopments of other buildings surrounding the campus.

The Our Health campus includes two professionally and effectively designed buildings that offer 25,000 square feet of space to six non-profit health and human service organizations including: the Free Medical Clinic, Child-Parent Center, a 24-Hour Concern Hotline, Healthy Families, Literacy Volunteers, and the United Way of Northern Shenandoah Valley.
Healthcare for low-income persons provided through the Our Health network has shown impressive growth over the years.  Through the Our Health network, the cash value of health care services provided at no cost to the low-income and disadvantaged has increased dramatically (by 22 percent).  In 2005, over $4.5 million in “billable” care and over $5 million in clinical and health education services was provided at no cost.   
Specialty care is often hard for the low-income and disadvantaged to obtain.  The network has been particularly focused in working to provide comprehensive care to individuals, not just basic services.  Over the past several years, specialty care visits and value of specialty care both increased 30 percent, while dental clinic visits increased 25 percent. 

By coordinating grant writing efforts, Our Health has been able to acquire funding for cash grants disbursed to the Our Health service partners valued over $200,000 from the years 2003 – 2005.  Healthy Families increased the number of children and families it helped by 110 percent, and the Child Parent Center increased the number of children and families it helped by 20 percent after moving to the campus in 2003.  

Constructing a campus of health and human service providers is such an innovation in the community that state agencies, local governments, the regional health department, community college, four-year university, and more have signed on for Phase II of Our Health.  Total cost of Phase II is expected to be $11.17 million with funding from grants, City of Winchester bonds issued by the Economic Development Authority ($7.67 million), and the federal government.  
Phase II will include health services such as access to health resources; new mental health counseling and support system; services for the disabled; and a Compassionate Pharmacy Program.  New educational services will include a health services training and educational center; employment training and vocational education program; developmental and educational program for both parents and children; and convenient access to postsecondary educational and workforce development opportunities.  Finally, community building programs and activities to be added are a Senior Volunteer Service; strategically located Winchester Department of Social Services office; more public awareness, education and outreach programs; and more efficient coordination of service delivery and planning.  When Phase II is complete (targeted April 2008), the campus will include a total of four buildings with over 80,000 square feet allowing Our Health partner agencies to serve over 20,000 individuals each year.  
From this project, the City of Winchester has learned many valuable lessons that could help others expedite similar programs in the future.  First, the City has learned how to successfully improve service coordination by consolidating resources into a “one-stop” shop.  Second, the City has learned the power of maximizing pubic investment in citizen and private agencies.  Third, the City has learned that the best way to help disadvantaged residents is through partnerships.  These lessons come in handy every day as the City continues to reach out to its residents to improve communication and services, encourage involvement, and solve problems. The City is proud to have had the opportunity to assist in the creation Our Health and be a part of making a difference in the lives of area residents in need every day.
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