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BOLD UPSTREAM INTEGRATED  LOCAL DATA-DRIVEN  
Connect with hard-

to-reach, historically 
marginalized populations 
to address mental health 

disparities by holding 
the health systems and 

community organizations 
accountable to residents

Confront the roots of 
trauma and toxic stress 
in the community that 

impact the mental 
health of residents 

Empower residents to 
heal their mental health 

by integrating public, 
private, and nonprofit 
sectors to prioritize 
behavioral health as 
a key focus area and 
systemically create a 

culture of health in the 
community 

Recalibrate the 
balance of power when 
addressing community 
health issues and shift 
decision-making to the 

residents 

Consistently analyze 
quantitative and qualitative 
data to inform project focus 

and create measurable 
indicators of impact around 
health promotion and self-

sufficiency practices for the 
neighborhood, the health 
systems, and the broader 

community

POWERED BY

COMMUNITY IMPACT

10,230 free lunches  
between August 2020  

and June 2022

Over 350 hours of 
community training on topics 
including facilitation, healing 
circles, and civic leadership 

academy

200 classes for alternatives 
to traditional mental 

health services (Tai Chi, 
mindfulness, etc.)

IN PARTNERSHIP WITH
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We hope that the community 
garden will turn into a garden 
around the world. [We will have] 
items that are supportive of all 
the cultures that are here, and 
different cooking classes to learn 
about the foods that represent 
all the cultures.—Ché Orduña, 
Generations Community Center 

INTRODUCTION 
When Macy Brown first retired, she was 
just looking for a way to find more produce 
for herself. She received a newsletter 
from Heartland Family Service, and the 
collaborative it was running, about getting 
involved in a community garden. Though 
she did not specifically have gardening 
experience, she joined the group. Now 
Brown is becoming a master gardener, 
and also attends other events like cooking 
classes. As the program has grown, she’s 
been able to take advantage of learning 
from a master gardener from the local 
nonprofit partner, No More Empty Pots 
program. She’s also learning about 
new fruits and vegetables, and how to 
companion plant. With more variety, the 
group is able to attract participants from 
different backgrounds. The neighborhood 

continues to welcome many new Americans 
into the area, mainly from southwest Asia 
and east Africa. Today, they have 18 fruit 
trees, along with flourishing garden boxes. 
There is a push to be more inclusive and 
have all communities in the area thrive.

BACKGROUND
North Omaha has a recorded history 
starting in 1812, and the larger Omaha City 
was founded in 1854. North Omaha started 
with German and Irish immigrants initially 
settling there in the 1860s, and Jewish 
and African American migrants joining in 
the later part of the 19th century. It was 
a thriving cultural hub through the 1950s, 
but riots and unrest related to massive 
job loss and poverty have since caused 
major rifts in the city. Construction of 
the North Omaha Freeway tore apart 
the city and made it impossible for some 
residents to access resources. This created 
poverty where it didn’t exist before, and 
put residents in crisis mode—sometimes 
pushing them to break the law for their 
survival. The large public housing facility 
that had been there since the 1930s was 
taken down in the 1990s because of its 
association with gangs, violence, and 
drug dealing. Today, the area is known for 
violence and racial tensions. In 2014, the 

Violence Policy Center named North Omaha 
“the most dangerous place in the United 
States to be an African American.” The 
area’s predominantly Black residents have 
voiced the need to address mental health 
in their community. 

It is my therapy, it is my comfort, 
it is something that I enjoy doing 
and I am learning. I get off work,  
I just go up there and just enjoy. 
It’s amazing watching your 
vegetables grow. Beautiful. I love it. 
—Althea Jones, Holy Name Housing 
resident and gardener1 

1  https://www.noiseomaha.com/news-now/2020/7/7/generations-center-brings-fresh-food-and-community-together
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2  https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/omahacitynebraska
3  American Community Survey, 2017
4  American Community Survey, 2017
5  https://www.noiseomaha.com/news-now/2019/12/21/affordable-housing-for-whom, https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/omahacitynebraska
6  American Community Survey, 2017
7  American Community Survey, 2017

70 percent of our health is 
attributed to our environment—
where we live, work, and play. 
BUILD Health is working to address 
root causes and can have the most 
profound impact.—Ché Orduña, 
Generations Community Center 

Demographically, North Omaha continues 
to be diverse, particularly in comparison 
with other regions such as West Omaha. 
As Ché Orduña, Program Director of 
Generations Community Center, stated, 
“The city of Omaha is very divided and 
segregated. African Americans are in 
the northeast, while there are Hispanic 
communities in the south, and the 
west. We can tell the differences in the 
different parts—it’s a tale of two cities 
within Omaha.” In 2017, 24 percent of 
nearly 22,000 residents identified as white 
(compared to 75 percent white in the 
larger Omaha city area),2 55 percent as 
Black, and 12 percent as Hispanic.3 The  
7 percent who identify as other ethnicities 
have significant representation by refugees 
from Southeast Asia.4 The North Omaha 
median household income is nearly  

50 percent lower than citywide median,5 
and 54 percent of children live below the 
poverty line.6 The area of North Omaha has 
25 percent unemployment (compared to 
the 3 percent citywide rate).7

Lack of resources is an issue in the region 
as well. Housing prices have increased, 
while housing quality has not kept pace. 
Many residents, especially seniors, have 
been priced out of their homes. Children 
once could be seen in playgrounds; 
however, fewer children play outside 

today due to safety concerns. In addition, 
as reported by North Omaha Information 
Support Everyone (NOISE), people within 
the North Omaha community have also 
been discussing the need for access to 
fresh fruits and vegetables for years.  
A majority of the area is recognized by 
the USDA as a food desert, meaning access 
to a fresh food distributor within a one- 
to five-mile radius is very limited. Data 
shows that areas with little to no access 
to fresh fruits and vegetables have the 
highest percentages of underlying health 
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conditions like diabetes, hypertension (high 
blood pressure), and chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease (COPD).8 

Historically, residents of the area have 
felt like they had to watch these changes 
happen, rather than participate in creating 
the solutions. As Orduña shared, residents 
felt their voices were not being heard, 
and they were not involved in decision-
making. There was a perceived negative 

stigma attached to North Omaha, which 
created a cycle where residents didn’t 
feel empowered, and resources flowed to 
other regions. This has started to shift now, 
in part due to Terrell McKinney, a young 
Black state senator from North Omaha 
who is proud of his roots and background. 
As people learn that they have power as 
individuals, their resolve and ability to 
take initiative in the area has shifted. 
Residents are keen to get involved and 
make a difference.

APPROACH
In Omaha, The BUILD Health Challenge® 
(BUILD) work has focused on building 
community cohesion and safety by bringing 
people together in approachable, trauma-
informed, healthy ways. As the project 
went on, other partners have joined, 
including Charles Drew Health Center, 
Clair Memorial United Methodist Church, 
Holy Name Housing Corporation, No More 
Empty Pots, North Omaha Area Health 
Clinic (NOAHC), and St. Marks Church. 
A few of these partners have especially 

strong roles in the Partnership: Heartland 
Family Service (HFS) brings the group 
together and reaches about 54,000 
individuals annually with education, 
counseling, and connections between 
residents and resources to support specific 
needs. It also operates a therapeutic 
services day program for K-12 students. 
In addition, HFS partners with Holy Name 
Housing Corporation to provide access to 
a variety of services for seniors who are 
housed in their cottages. CHI Health is 
a nonprofit faith-based regional health 
network consisting of 14 hospitals and two 
behavioral health facilities. 

Through the Self-Healing 
Communities Model, and our 
work started through The BUILD 
Health Challenge®, adults and 
children alike are taking back 
their power and changing the 
mindset from that of a survivor 
to one of a THRIVER. 
—Ché Orduña, Generations 
Community Center 

ADVANCING HEALTH EQUITY: The Partnership for Community Empowerment 
focuses on using resident input to address toxic environmental stressors 
that negatively impact mental health and interpersonal outcomes.

8 https://www.noiseomaha.com/news-now/2020/7/7/generations-center-brings-fresh-food-and-community-together
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These partners came together and 
learned what the community wanted. 
When residents shared their needs, the 
team learned that senior services, access 
to healthy food, civic participation, 
and safety were top concerns. The 
collaborative was able to get people 
connected to different organizations and 
utilize partnerships at the community 
and government policy levels to make 
change. While these issues and approaches 
rose to the top, a collaborative approach 
had to consider race equity in a strong 
way. Organizations know they need 
voices from people of color, but are still 
seeking qualified candidates based on a 
very narrow view that they should have 
a master’s degree, or other standard 
elements, on their resumes. The BUILD 
award has helped the community work 
together to change the conversation and 
encourage organizations’ boards to value 
lived experience and other qualifications, 
rather than solely seeking academic 
credentials. This shift means that people 
won’t continue to run for seats unopposed, 
and residents can get the support they 
need through leaders who understand a 
trauma-informed approach for mental 
health and juvenile justice reform. The 
collaborative’s efforts aim to mitigate 
perpetuating cycles of victimization across 
generations.

To strengthen and grow communication 
among the partners, especially with health 
systems, the team met and started to work 
with Shelby Pierce, a professional facilitator, 
to create more productive and insightful 
monthly meetings. Since asking Pierce to 
join, the BUILD partner network has been 
working in more strategic ways to pinpoint 
areas of progress and concern, as well as 
opportunities and challenges, through small 
group breakout sessions, message boarding, 

and other brainstorming and collaborative 
problem-solving techniques that promote 
safe communication. Elevate Omaha 
and CyncHealth are two key examples of 
partnerships that have thrived in this model. 
Elevate Omaha has assisted with assessment 
of the Partnership’s mini-grant award 
process, and also gotten youth involved in 
community engagement. CyncHealth has 
worked with HFS to enable the ability to use 
their referral database to connect neighbors 
to community resources effectively. 

These farmer’s market vouchers 
are essential to helping our 
community, especially our 
seniors, with food insecurity. 
Being able to provide food and 
bring our farmers to the area 
to help support our seniors is 
so important.—Ché Orduña, 
Generations Community Center 

PANDEMIC IMPACTS
The pandemic changed things for everyone, 
and North Omaha was no exception. The 
community was hit hard with a high number 
of cases, with older Black residents often 
bearing the brunt of the illness. Following 
safety guidelines, many programs and 
activities had to be canceled. The project 
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started to address the pandemic itself, by 
building trust around learning about the 
disease and how to stay safe and working on 
vaccination campaigns.

Project priorities also shifted to 
accommodate new needs that emerged 
due to COVID-19. Ché Orduña summarized, 
“Everything got shut down and went into 
survival mode. [We] shifted to work on what 
was impacting families right then.” These 
urgent issues included food insecurity, 
increased safety concerns, and racial equity. 
Work also included partnerships with other 
nonprofits to reduce crime and improve 
safety in the community. 

We can make the change. We don’t 
need to wait for someone to come 
in and tell us what’s going on.  
By us working together and 
putting our minds together, we’ll 
be able to help our community. 
—Charles Carter, Heartland Family 
Service  

With food insecurity emerging as a major 
priority, the team shifted to hands-on work—
cooking and delivering meals. The team had 
six residents who came and harvested food 
from the community garden and delivered 
it to food-insecure residents. With no access 
to day care and transportation, they stopped 

having meetings in person, and diverted  
that money to providing access to food.  
In addition, HFS holds farmer’s markets, and 
is a distribution site for vouchers created 
by the Nebraska Department of Agriculture. 
Now, North Omaha residents do not have to 
travel long distances to receive and redeem 
this state benefit.9 

After overcoming the acute phase of 
the pandemic, one positive outcome has 
been a continued focus on food access. 
The partnership with No More Empty 
Pots continues, and the team has seen 
a bountiful harvest from the community 
garden, including tomatoes, peppers, 
cucumbers, zucchini, spinach, kale, 
eggplant, swiss chard, apples, pears, 
and much more. Now the Generations 
Community Center is also able to provide 

cooking classes, and opportunities for 
physical activities like low-impact workouts 
and Tai Chi. They also provide free meals 
and deliver them to people who are unable 
to pick them up. 

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT – 
SPACES & OPPORTUNITIES TO 
CONNECT
When the project moved out of emergency 
COVID-19 response mode, the team 
realized the need to create spaces and 
opportunities for the community to come 
together. Community engagement has led 
to work related to safety, healing from 
trauma, clean and accessible social spaces, 
race equity work, and police relations. This 
community building has taken shape in a 
number of important ways. 

9 https://www.noiseomaha.com/news-now/2020/7/7/generations-center-brings-fresh-food-and-community-together
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It has been a profound honor to 
be able to give the opportunity 
for their voices to be heard, for 
them to have a say in how they 
grow their neighborhood and how 
they can change the collective 
mentality of our continually 
traumatized community through 
positivity, good health, and 
support.—Octavia Dunkin, 
Heartland Family Service  

First, in addition to working with seniors, 
Generations Community Center also 
became a space to hear local public 
officials speak and gather for a book 
club. The Center partnered with the 
Collaborative for Hope to train resident 

leaders in how to facilitate peer support 
groups through the evidence-informed 
program, Grief’s Journey, so residents 
seeking support due to grief and loss may 
find healing from trauma with their peers. 
They also have a neighborhood association 
and advocacy series that meets twice a 
month. Seniors, who often lack access to 
other services, can take advantage of these 
programs which aim to address upstream 
social determinants of health, such as food 
insecurity and lack of access to quality 
healthcare or transportation, which may 
contribute to mental health disparities 
down the road. 

The team has also started partnering 
with and supporting a newly organized 
community group focused on increasing 
community safety and reducing 
neighborhood violence. As part of the local 
response to community unrest, Black Men 
STEP’N Community Group was formed. 
They have been working with young men 
and women in the community to curb some 
of the violence and promote health and 
wellness, resources, and anti-violence as 
a direct means to conflict resolution. This 
partnership allows both the BUILD team 
and Black Men STEP’N to support each 
other’s missions and develop strategies to 
create systemic change around improving 
the health, safety, and well-being for 
BIPOC in North Omaha neighborhoods.

Community events have been an important 
way to engage as well. The annual 
Community Unity Block Party recently had 
250 attendees, who came to shop at stalls 
run by 20 different entrepreneurial vendors 
from the neighborhood. A Gospel on the 
Green event also included the presence 
of the mobile diabetes center bus and 
on-site health care providers to check 
blood pressure, weight, and blood sugar, 
as well as offer information on health 
services available at no cost to the patient 
through the collaborative’s health system 
partner, Methodist Hospital. The team is 
starting to gain the trust of the community 
by building credibility with community 
members. A partnership with YouTurn—a 
nonprofit organization committed to using 
evidence-based strategies of suppression, 
intervention, and prevention to deter 
gangs and violence—has really helped 
accelerate progress by enabling the 
team to expand its reach with residents 
through backpack and other school supply 
giveaways. YouTurn has also helped start a 
new, positive working partnership with the 
Omaha Police Department. 

Take risks and bring the 
community into your design 
and development and 
implementation.—Ché Orduña, 
Generations Community Center
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A big part of community engagement has also 
been about leadership capacity building with 
residents. As a result of training, community 
leaders distributed flyers and spoke with area 
homeowners to discuss the importance of 
taking pride in their homes and neighborhood 
by keeping their properties clean, tidy, 
and in good repair. Some community-led 
projects are also receiving mini-grant funds 
($500 to $5,000), such as a sub-grant to 
focus on a self-esteem building program 
aimed at young girls, or a project to 
expand cultural consciousness around the 
importance of farming.

Voting is basically the ball game. 
It’s the most important public 
health intervention any of us 
can do.—Dr. Georges Benjamin, 
American Public Health Association

CIVIC ENGAGEMENT
Having a space to connect has led to 
opportunities to understand desired 
changes in the neighborhood. BUILD Health 
Engagement Coordinator Octavia Dunkin 
shared that there were “lots of hurt people 
feeling like their voices weren’t being 
heard.” The collaborative allowed them 
to come together and discuss what they 
wanted to implement to benefit them and 

their families. The team attended a training 
where they learned that communities with 
high levels of civic activity, defined as 
“participating in activities that advance the 
public good,” were the healthiest in the 
nation.10 Residents experienced less social 
isolation, more physically active lifestyles, 
and reduced cognitive decline with age.11 
That data, along with residents sharing that 
they felt left out of decision-making, led 
to a focus on increasing civic engagement. 
To this end, 13 attendees have joined a 
Civic Advocacy Training series to learn who 
is responsible for which decisions within 

local government, leadership development, 
and how to advocate to commissioners and 
other elected officials and make their own 
advocacy plan. 

This upcoming training series 
focuses on placing community 
members in leadership roles to 
advance advocacy efforts in and 
for the community, as prioritized 
by the community itself. 
—Octavia Dunkin, Heartland 
Family Service 

10  County Health Rankings and Roadmaps
11  County Health Rankings and Roadmaps
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It’s not just having foundational 
knowledge about advocating about 
policy changes but also learning 
“How do I become a part of that 
change?”—Mindy Paces, Heartland 
Family Service

This increased civic engagement has led 
to real outcomes. The team is currently 
establishing working relationships with 
State Senator Terrell McKinney (District 
11) and Representative Jacquelyn R. 
Morrison (District 4) of the Nebraska State 
Board of Education, who have agreed 
to serve as training consultants on civic 
engagement and how to advocate for 
themselves—whether at school, with law 
enforcement, at the doctors’ office, or 
even on the legislative floor. The team has 
co-designed a community workshop series 
that is responsive to community member 
needs and culture, per community input, 
by collaborating with community members 
to co-create and pilot a public advocacy 
program. This has led to two community 
members taking this information and 
launching a retail space and coffee shop 
based on a neighborhood need for such 
establishments. Finally, the collaborative 
was involved in assisting some motivated 
neighbors to petition the city to install two 
new speed bumps to curb high-speed driving 
through the neighborhood.

One hurdle has been getting historically 
oppressed residents to participate 
fully in the move toward greater civic 
engagement. Partnering with the 
Generations Community Center has helped 
increase representation. In addition, civic 
engagement has also led to work with the 
Douglas County Health Department, which 
recently declared racism a public health 
crisis. The team is looking to examine and 
explore local policymaking that either 
overtly or inadvertently supports or 
reiterates racist institutions or systemic 
infrastructures. 

There are so many beautiful 
and inspiring things happening; 
BUILD allowed us the ability to 
highlight important work that is 
happening every day. 
—Ché Orduña, Generations 
Community Center 

FUTURE
Building on the strengths established 
over the past two years, the Partnership 
for Community Empowerment plans to 
continue working on the advocacy series, 
growing food in the garden, and nurturing 
partnerships. Omaha has been selected to 
have a Pathways Community HUB Institute 

designation through CHI Health, which 
means they will be able to dramatically 
increase their ability to collaborate with 
health systems and use data to better 
understand local social determinants of 
health in real time.12 Over the next few 
months, the team also plans to work on 
supporting youth business development in 
the community, since youth are eager to 
participate in building up the economic 
development of North Omaha. Octavia 
Dunkin summarized, “We are excited to 
take the relationships we have built over 
the past two years and grow even closer 
and more collaboratively with our BUILD 
partners, expanding our network further 
as we work to take a more supportive role 
in the community’s goals toward health 
equity through the mitigation of social 
determinants of health.”

At this moment, the achievement 
of which we are most proud 
is being able to utilize the 
opportunities afforded to us as 
a BUILD awardee to give voice 
to our neighborhood through 
active, uplifting engagement that 
promotes the dignity of oneself. 
—Octavia Dunkin, Heartland 
Family Service

12  https://www.pchi-hub.org



The Build Health Challenge® is contributing 
 to the creation of a new norm in the U.S.— 

one that puts multi-sector, community-driven
 partnerships at the center of health in order to 

reduce health disparities caused by systemic 
or social inequity.

BUILD is a national program designed to support partnerships between 
community-based organizations, health departments, hospitals/health 
systems, health plans, and residents that are working to address important 
health issues in their community. Each community collaborative addresses 
root causes of chronic disease (also commonly referred to as the social 
determinants of health) in their local area by moving resources, attention, 
and action upstream. To date, BUILD has supported 55 projects across 
the U.S. over the course of three award cycles.

To learn more about BUILD, visit buildhealthchallenge.org.

First cohort site

Second cohort site

Third cohort site

BUILD's third cohort (2019—2022) was  
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•  BlueCross® BlueShield® of South Carolina 
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•  The Kresge Foundation
•  Methodist Healthcare Ministries of 

South Texas, Inc.
•  New Jersey Health Initiatives
•  The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation
•  The W.K. Kellogg Foundation


