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Thank you for the opportunity to tell my story about AAPCHO.  It is an opportunity to revisit one of 
the most tumultuous, challenging and rewarding times of my life.  Looking back has been a 
healing process for me. Now that I’m not in the thick of things, I can see all that AAPCHO and the 
health centers have accomplished. I’m going to tell this story like a fairy tale…It’s not the truth, its 
just how I see things through my lens. 
 
1970’s 
Once upon a time in the 1970s there were communities with no health care and lot of problems.  
There were also people who had a vision – of health care for everyone – in communities where 
there were no doctors, or where there were no providers speaking the languages spoken.  They 
had a vision of community-based care, with ownership and involvement of people who lived 
there.  They formed Community Health Centers serving Asian American, Native Hawaiian and 
Pacific Islander communities from scratch – out of trailers and storefronts, with volunteer labor, 
scraping together whatever resources they could. 
 
A starry-eyed young college student (me) fell in love with these health centers.  I am a young 
Hapa (Biracial Japanese Jewish) who grew up with the Civil Rights Movement, Vietnam war, 
Black power, Chicano power and yellow power.  I am terrified by injustice and environmental 
devastation and inspired by the power of the movements all around me. 
 
I am an undergraduate student at UC Berkeley in the 1970’s. I’m seeking a connection with my 
Asian identity and who should I come across, but Dr. Sue Chan, who is teaching my class on 
Asian American Health.  Sue works at Asian Health Services and part of our course work is to 
volunteer there.  I get to see a health center in its infancy. I get a sense of a fledgling organization 
that is small in resources, but huge in heart.  Dr. Chan also takes our class on a field trip to the 
public hospital in San Francisco.  As we walk through the dreary halls, I get a glimpse of the 
health care system and all its injustices.  But, Sue Chan is anything but dreary. She is alive with 
this flame – a passion for health justice and unrelenting courage and love for her community.  I 
get my first window into the AAPI health center movement and a seed is planted in my psyche.  
This is something that I want to be a part of. 
 
1980s 
Now it’s the 1980s.  Our population is nearly doubling in size, starting out in 1980 with 2.7 million 
and ending up in 1990 with 7.2.  This tremendous growth and the many issues that come along 
with it are catalyzing much action in AAPI communities.  It is in this context that AAPCHO is born. 
 
    
The year is 1985-There are several health centers that serve Asian American, Native Hawaiian 
and Pacific Islander communities.  Each of these health centers has a different history and they 
serve different populations and different language groups.  But, there is a common thread.  They 
all grew out of people in local communities, seeing a need and an opportunity to do something 
about it.  These health centers are not connected to each other and have no structure for coming 
together to as CHCs that served AAPIs to work together.  Some are facing economic challenges 
and struggling for their existence. Each center is on its own in interacting with the federal 
government and organizations that want to form new centers are also on their own. 
Staff members from six health centers come together with the help of Asian supporters within the 
Public Health Services.  They meet at Northeast Medical Services in San Francisco and initially 
call themselves the Asian Health Center Task force Committee.  The next time they meet, they 
begin calling themselves the Association of Asian Pacific Community Health Centers.  It was this 
small group of founders who charted the initial vision and goals for AAPCHO, launched its 
projects and brought in its initial funding.  This was no small feat, because it was performed on 
top of everything else that they were doing to keep their health centers running..…If you were 
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present at the founding meetings of AAPCHO in 1985 &1986 will you please stand up! Thank you 
for seeing the need for an organization like AAPCHO and doing what it took to make you vision a 
reality.   Three of the people who were instrumental in AAPCHO’s founding are no longer with us.  
Dr. Vivian Chang, Patrick Okura, and most recently, Linda Bien are deeply missed, but their 
legacy lives on. 
 
In 1987, I’m no longer the starry-eyed college kid. I’m in my early 30s and married.  I am serving 
as Co-Interim Director for the newly formed Asian American Health Forum. I’m excited about 
being part of a developing movement to advocate for health issues that impact API communities. 
I learn that there is this OTHER organization that has formed, that is made up of community 
health centers and I jump at the chance to be a part of it.  Besides the fact that I’m in love with the 
health centers, I’m excited about what they can all do by working together. 
Now, instead of separate, disconnected health centers, there is a small band of them who get 
together to support each other, work towards their vision, confront obstacles and gang up on 
anyone who gets in their way. We are a feisty, courageous bunch out to have an impact much 
bigger than our numbers.  We could also be downright intimidating…I think some of you here may 
know what I mean? 
 
One of the biggest obstacles we faced was a lethal combination of model minority stereotypes 
and institutional neglect.  In 1987 Time Magazine published an article about Asian American wiz 
kids – further cementing this stereotype into the nation’s psyche.  One a federal level, there was a 
growing awareness of disparities in health and health care – thanks to the efforts of many 
advocates of color. The Heckler report, released in 1985, was a call to address the glaring 
disparities facing African Americans and other minorities.  But, the disparities faced by AAPIs 
were not well documented and existing data showed Asian Americans as healthy – more proof to 
support the model minority stereotype. 
 
In 1987, there was very little policy presence for AAPIs in Washington D.C.  When AAPCHO 
organized its annual treks to DC, people looked upon us with curiosity – seeing a group of AAPIs 
walking the halls of Washington was not a common occurrence.   
 
Armed with little data and much determination and chutzpah, AAPCHO and the Forum joined 
together to debunk this myth. We took on the challenge of enlightening policymakers and fenders 
about the health problems facing AAPI groups. 
 
Apache’s advocacy doesn’t stop here.  We also take on the CHC movement, insisting that 
NACHC address issues that impact our communities.  At the same time, we contribute to the 
movement by being involved in NACHC committees and bringing the CHC message to the policy 
makers we visit. 
 
AAPCHO is also making advances on other fronts.  Its programs bring together staff from 
different centers to address issues such as Thalassemia, uniform data collection and HIV.  
AAPCHO produced the first educational video about HIV in the AAPI community.   
 
By this time, there are also some big changes in my life.  During my first year with AAPCHO I 
become pregnant and my husband is killed in El Salvador.  The next two years, I cart my baby 
Danny throughout the land as I spread AAPCHO’s message.  Transit isn’t easy – it involves 
pushing the baby in the stroller, with the diaper bag and car seat in one hand and my luggage in 
the other.  At AAPCHO gatherings, board members pitch in to baby-sit. 
 
AAPCHO and the AAPI health centers were driven by their commitment to their communities and 
a vision of health care for all.  The faced obstacles with determination, creativity and adapted to 
the changing communities and CHC environment with flexibility and innovation.   
 
Since 1987, AAPCHO’s membership has quadrupled from 6 to 24.  The number of people they 
serve has multiplied from 89 thousand to 267 thousand.  These 267,000 are not just numbers, but 
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each on has their own story.  And, while health centers have become more sophisticated 
business models, innovated with electronic medical records and expanded in numbers, one thing 
has remained constant – their connection and commitment to communities.  The following quotes 
from people working at health centers reveal this well. 
  
“When the children had to start school we had no medical, no idea what the school required and 
how we were going to get help with all the shots, medications and so on. They not only helped us 
financially, but cared for the whole family at that time and well into their adult lives.  Now there are 
four generations who are devoted to the health center, including mine.”  
 
“I remember numerous occasions of being recognized in the community…seeing clinic clientele 
as they walk their children to and from school, go to the “mom-and pop” stores, as they wait at a 
bus stop.  Former teenage clients passing by in cars or on foot waving Hi social worker!”    
 
“As for my personal rewards, I find them everywhere.  My voice is recognized by fellow shoppers 
in the market and they ask shy questions regarding their family’s health.  Between orders, 
waitresses come by to ask me for parental advice. I come home tired, but happy, and contented.  
I know that I make a difference in the lives of the depressed men, the postpartum women, the frail 
seniors, the middle-aged, the newborns, the troubled tends and all those in between. ” 
 
These are individuals at three different centers, their stories are all unique, but all have a common 
thread. This is the heart and soul that propelled the development of the health centers and the 
formation of AAPCHO.  This is the same spirit that this starry-eyed college girl fell in love with.  
Now, I’m in my 50’s, and the baby I carted around is in college.  It is my absolute pleasure to 
acknowledge your history, and mine. 
 
(Quotes excerpted from essays by Connie Rae Badayos, Waianae Coast Comprehensive Health 
Center, Carolyn Pacheco, Kalihi Palama Health Center and Lydia Hsu, Northeast Medical 
Services) 
 
 
 
   
 
  


