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South Merced medical clinic gets grant

A San Francisco foundation is donating $180,000.
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Alexis Raya, 1, who is seen in the arms of his mother, Graciela Ayala, came to Golden Valley Health Centers in Merced on Monday afternoon to see physician assistant Cecily Falzone. A $180,000 grant will allow the clinic to reach out to the South Merced community in an effort to improve health in the area. 

Merced's south side is about to get a shot in the arm -- literally and figuratively. 

Golden Valley Health Centers, a South Merced-based clinic that serves low-income residents, has received a $180,000 grant aimed at improving South Merced residents' health.

The San Francisco-based Tides Foundation awarded the grant, which will fund two years of work.

Golden Valley Health Centers will work with the Merced-Mariposa County Asthma Coalition, the Merced County Department of Public Health and the Central California Regional Obesity Prevention Project on the grant project.

The project's broad goals are to talk to South Merced community members about how their neighborhood could become a healthier place to live, said Golden Valley Health Centers CEO Mike Sullivan.

"It's getting out of our traditional mode of operating and caring for people in an exam room and recognizing that a lot of health care can go on if we just look at the community's needs," said Sullivan.

Staffers working on the grant project will hold public meetings where South Merced residents can discuss how to create a healthier neighborhood. 

They'll also educate residents about the root causes of poor health, said Mary-Michal Rawling, program manager with the Merced/Mariposa Asthma Coalition. 

For example, how a neighborhood is planned and built can affect residents' health, said Rawling.

Mixed-use development that makes it easier for residents to walk, bike or use public transport creates healthier neighborhoods, said Rawling. 

People who walk or bike more get more exercise; fewer cars means less air pollution and therefore fewer asthma attacks, she said.

The grant project could result in some neighborhood-based solutions to improving health, such as building a community garden or forming neighborhood walking groups, said Sullivan.

Another goal of the grant is to cultivate new leaders in a part of town that's "traditionally been left out of decision making in the city," said Rawling. 

The grant project will kick off with a public summit this fall. The grant is particularly well-timed, said Sullivan, because Merced's only hospital, Mercy Medical Center Merced, will move to North Merced within the next few years.

"What's going to be left behind? That's a tangible issue that needs to be dealt with," said Sullivan.

Reporter Leslie Albrecht can be reached at (209) 385-2484 or lalbrecht@mercedsun-star.com.
