
38 50TH ANNIVERSARY ISSUE   I   SPRING 2015

L ate last year in my capacity 
as the President and CEO 
of the National Association 

of Community Health Centers, I 
was asked to help present the Coun-
cil for a Livable World’s Father 
Robert F. Drinan National Peace 
and Human Rights Award to the 
distinguished public servant and 
civil rights leader, the Honorable 
John Lewis, Congressman from 
Georgia. Also to be honored were 
House Democratic Leader Nancy 
Pelosi (CA) and retiring U.S. Sena-
tor Carl Levin (MI). The ceremony 
was to be held at the Frederick Dou-
glass Museum - a national historic 
site in Washington, D.C. 

I readily accepted the invitation, 
delighted at being called to partici-
pate in such an august ceremony. 
Yet, I wondered and asked, “Why 
me?” The Chair of the event simply 
answered: “Because NACHC and 
Community Health Centers truly 
reflect the spirit of this humanitar-
ian award.” He said, “In their his-
tory, health centers have not only 
shared the dream, but delivered 
upon the promise of a better and 
more just nation.” 

Sometime later while sitting down 
to pen my remarks, I thought 
about health centers and their ap-
proaching 50th Anniversary Year. 
I recalled how the Civil Rights 
Movement and the Health Center 
Movement were intertwined from 
the beginning. The Health Center 
Mission to bring healthcare to the 
nation’s poor and medically un-
derserved has long been part of the 
struggle in this country for equality 
and justice.  

With the opportunity before me to 
honor one of the great icons of the 
Civil Rights Movement, I wanted 
my remarks to recognize that the 
leadership, courage and sacrifice of 
Congressman Lewis helped to re-
shape a fairer and stronger Amer-
ica. Further, I wanted to acknowl-
edge that when people of diverse 
backgrounds come together for the 

common good — as did members 
of the Civil Rights and Community 
Health Center Movements — words 
and ideas can be developed into 
action to produce solutions and 
meaningful results for today and 
the future. 

In the tumultuous years of the 60’s, 
words such as “We Shall Over-
come,” “Si Se Puede” (Yes We Can) 
and “If Not Us, Who?” did not fall 
on deaf ears. They were calls to 
action from Dr. Martin Luther King, 
Cesar Chavez and John F. Kennedy. 
Not only did they inspire, but they 
also emboldened people from all 
walks of life to join and stand 
together — to march and to bring 
about social change. 

The impact was powerful. Vestiges 
of discrimination in the laws were 
eliminated. Collective action fueled 
enactment of the Civil Rights Act of 
1964 followed by the Voting Rights 
Act of 1965. Also, programs were 
put in place to fight poverty and 
open opportunity for education, 
jobs and the chance for healthy and 
productive lives. And what better 
example to illustrate the point than 
the Health Center Program itself. 

Addressing the audience at the 
Douglass Museum, I started by 
noting that prior to the event, I 
had spoken to a beloved friend of 
the nation’s health centers, Dr. 
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Jack Geiger. It was Geiger who as 
a young physician was at the side 
of an equally young John Lewis on 
the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma 
back in 1965. And it was Geiger 
along with Dr. Count Gibson and 
another young, future health center 
leader, Dr. John L. S. Holloman, 
Jr., who came to the aid and tended 
to the wounds of John Lewis and 
others beaten and maimed by Ala-
bama state troopers on that Bloody 
Sunday [March 7, 1965].

In hearing this, a look of surprise, if 
not unbelief, came over the audi-
ence. Leader Pelosi turned to John 
Lewis and questioned aloud: “John, 
is this true?” He solemnly told her, 
“Oh yes, it is true.”

I then proceeded to inform the au-
dience that Drs. Geiger and Gibson 
founded and directed the first two 
health centers at Columbia Point, 
Boston and Mount Bayou, Missis-
sippi — inspiring the birth of the 
Health Center Program. 

That night I thanked Congressman 
Lewis for a lifetime of service and 
contributions that have changed 

the lives and futures of millions of 
Americans. On behalf of the entire 
NACHC family, I also expressed our 
gratitude for his steadfast support 
of Community Health Centers that 
today stand as an example of what 
is possible when people, govern-
ments, and communities work in 
partnership for the common good. 

I went on to speak about the Health 
Center Program — its past, present 
and future. How despite persistent 
challenge and threats to its very 
existence over the years — it has 
survived to achieve tremendous 
good and success. 

The record attests to the commit-
ment and perseverance of men and 
women who have never wavered in 
their self-appointed mission to lift 
the barriers to healthcare. It attests 
to their determination to work 
together and prove a community-
driven program can produce results 
— reaching to serve diverse and 
vulnerable populations and ener-
gizing communities to meet health 
needs and improve health. 

Look at the progress made. From 

a small and humble demonstra-
tion project of the War on Poverty 
50 years ago, health centers have 
become the largest ambulatory care 
system in the country serving 23 
million people in 9,300 medically 
underserved communities. The 
program, today, comprised of  
Community, Migrant, Homeless 
and Public Housing Health Cen-
ters, has grown in public support 
— maintaining bipartisan trust 
from the Congress. Moreover, it has 
continued to deliver results mightily 
over the years — opening the doors 
of healthcare, strengthening com-
munities, preventing disease, and 
reducing health disparities — all at 
cost savings to the nation. 

Yet, the question raised is: “Will 
health centers be needed and rel-
evant to the future?”

Our answer is an emphatic “Yes.” 

Our health centers are being called 
on to do more and serve greater 
numbers of Americans. Today, 60 
million people live in areas with little 
or no access to doctors or health 
services. Health centers are adding 
new sites, but also expanding capac-
ity to include oral health, behavioral 
health, vision, HIV, Hepatitis, and 
LGBT services. Also, as models of 
primary care practice, health centers 
have been placed at the forefront in 
the transformation of healthcare de-
livery to enhance quality — patient-
centered, culturally competent and 
cost-effective care. 

Congressman John Lewis and NACHC President and CEO Tom Van Coverden 
at the Council for a Livable World awards event in Washington, D.C.
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Health centers are also doing more 
in different ways. This includes serv-
ing as teaching centers to ensure an 
adequate primary care workforce for 
the future; providing more health 
services and jobs to veterans; help-
ing people secure the protections 
of health insurance now available 
under the law; and utilizing tele-
medicine to bring needed specialty 
care into rural and isolated frontier 
areas. In addition, health centers are 
placing renewed focus on population 
health as well as putting direct focus 
on the social determinants of health 
such as poverty, education, housing, 
nutrition and education. 

In the course of their history, health 
centers have been more than provid-
ers of care. They have been leaders 
taking on many roles. They work 
with partners developing the strate-
gies to tackle community health 
problems — domestic violence, 
substance abuse, and homelessness. 
Currently, they are working with 

the Centers for Disease Control to 
combat AIDS and childhood obesity 
and with the National Institutes of 
Health to reduce health disparities. 
They are also being called upon by 
organizations such as the American 
Cancer Society to strengthen efforts 
in targeting high-risk populations 
for cervical, colorectal, and breast 
cancer screenings. 

Not least — in a global world filled 
with unforeseen dangers, health 
centers are integrating with the 
broader health community in ongo-
ing efforts to strengthen the nation’s 
public health infrastructure. The 
goal is to guard against public health 
risks and to ensure community pre-
paredness in the event of emergen-
cies and natural disasters. 

So YES, it is abundantly clear, the 
future holds a much larger role for 
America’s Health Centers. They 
have existed for a purpose and that 
purpose extends well into the future. 

In closing my remarks at the awards 
ceremony, I thanked Congressman 
Lewis for putting his life on the 
line and all of the honorees, Leader 
Pelosi and Senator Levin, for giving 
voice to human needs and keep-
ing alive the hope and promise of 
a stronger, healthier future for the 
country. They, in turn, thanked 
America’s Health Centers for mak-
ing the dream a reality. And, once 
again, speaking for the NACHC 
membership, I stated our resolve to 
move into the future with the spirit 
and vision of the common good. 

Together, we will build on the 50-
year legacy of the Health Center 
Program — an enduring legacy of 
service, partnership, contribution, 
and leadership. u

*The Council for a Livable World is 
a nonprofit, non-partisan advocacy 
group dedicated to reducing the 
danger of nuclear weapons. 

LEGACY CONTINUED

LAST WORD You should be proud of your 
decades of service providing 
high quality, low cost healthcare 

services to the nation’s underserved. 
Congratulations on this special mile-
stone and thank you for the essential 
role health centers play throughout the 
country. I am proud that my Adminis-
tration, with bipartisan support from 
Congress, helped significantly expand 
the number and quality of community 
health centers in our country. Today 
these centers serve 23 million Ameri-
cans in every state and territory....  
Keep up the good work!

President George Bush
Special video message  
to the NACHC membership 
March 19, 2015

Congratulations on your 50th anniversary 
of bringing good health to more than 
23 million people throughout the United 

States. Your centers have treated all varieties of 
health problems with no regard to income,  
insurance, race, culture or health condition.  
We are grateful for your dedication to providing 
longer, healthier lives to those who have taken  
advantage of your services.

Rosalynn joins me in sending our warm best wishes 
as you look forward to your next 50 years of  
helping Americans enjoy the best of health.

President Jimmy Carter
Special letter to the NACHC membership 
March 18, 2015


