History of Mat-Su Substance Abuse Prevention Coalition

About 2001/2002, the United Way of America challenged all affiliated United Ways to convert to a community impact model of doing business.  Rather than be the main fundraising arm for member agencies with the “good housekeeping seal of approval” from United Way, United Ways were tasked with examining issues that were problematic in their communities via research and analysis.  Then they were encouraged to work within their communities, engage relevant stakeholders and map out a plan to address the issue with donor funding.

United Way of Mat-Su held several forums with member agencies to address the shift to community impact, worked through the transition with the help of Foraker and United Way facilitators, and began a path toward community impact.  In spring 2006, United Way of Mat-Su Borough board members and staff held a strategic planning retreat and identified two areas to focus on for community impact:  1) Substance Abuse Prevention and 2) Leadership Mat-Su.

United Way of Mat-Su board members and staffers reasoned that virtually every member agency was impacted by these two issues.  At this retreat, it was decided to hold a Substance Abuse Prevention Summit by the end of the year with identified stakeholders to “reframe” the discussion about this issue in our community.  Prior to planning the summit, board members and staffers met with United Way of Mat-Su member agencies that were behavioral health providers to assess their perception of this idea and ask them to engage in the project.  The providers embraced the project, affirmed a need for a local community response to this problem and committed their leadership and resources to seeing it through.
The providers and United Way identified key stakeholders needed to plan the summit.  The Mat-Su Borough School District, local law enforcement, faith community, hospital and provider stakeholders began to meet weekly to plan the summit.  This group looked at any available data, conducted a gap analysis, hired a consultant to moderate the summit, defined invitees and gradually shaped the agenda and coalition plan from the information gathered and examined.

As the planning progressed it became apparent that United Way of Mat-Su’s commitment to an ongoing substance abuse initiative would be necessary to sustain the work that would be started at the summit.  As a result, the United Way of Mat-Su Board of Directors passed a resolution to commit financial and staff resources to the substance abuse initiative for minimum of 10 years. A board resolution to this effect passed unanimously in November 2006. 

The Summit was held on December 8, 2006 at the Grandview Inn in Wasilla.  Seventy-two people attended, and Mike Walsh of The Foraker Group facilitated the meeting. The vision of the summit, determined by the Summit Planning Committee, was to establish a community coalition to create and maintain a safe, healthy, and drug free community.  The goal was to map out a coordinated community response for youth substance abuse prevention in Mat-Su.  Participants included service providers, social service and health organizations, educators, administrators, state government employees, funding organizations, former substance users, and concerned parents.  Participants were also asked to commit to participate in one of six task forces that formed during the course of the summit:  Education, State & Federal, All-State Participation, Data Collection, Social Marketing & Coordinated Response.  
Since the summit, two of the six task forces have continued to meet: Education and Data Collection.  The planning committee has transformed into a steering committee to serve as a central point of coordination and communication and to provide strategic guidance to the various task forces.

At the summit, the task forces did some limited definition of their scope.  

Education sought to focus on pre-school government support, best practices, signs, alternate strategies, healthy lifestyles and life skills, and parents and youth. The education task force’s “smart goal” was to conduct early and elementary school level education through a consistent, structured and senior peer group program about the risk of substance abuse.
The Data Collection task force’s smart goals were to 1.) Develop the system that is maintained and sustainable to prove and define the magnitude and cost of the problem within one year; 2.) Develop the methodology; 3.) Develop the reporting mechanism and answer the questions WHO, WHAT, WHEN, WHERE, HOW in terms of youth substance abuse.

The Coordinated Community Response task force listed these as their focus: community readiness for a new model, no wrong door for accessible services and intervention, sustainability of the initiative and task forces, redirecting and refocusing on prevention and constructive activities for youth. 

The State & Federal task force looked at the public policy pieces of prevention, including laws, DUI, prescription drug enforcement, OCS coordination and foster care. Their “smart goal” was to educate local and state lawmakers and request their support and participation by presenting to them a statement of the issues, the impact on our community, what we need from them and attach letters from parents and agencies outlining the impact of substance abuse from each perspective. By TBD date all Mat-Su elected officials shall have a clear understanding of the impact of substance abuse issues and solutions and who (individuals and agencies) that support solutions for change.

The Social Marketing Task Force looked at building buy-in from the business community and targeting parents and youth with the appropriate messages. Their “smart goal” was to develop a presentation to take to legislators, chambers and other groups to create sense of urgency and personal connection to substance abuse crisis in Mat-Su by March 30, 2007.

The Steering Committee worked on getting all the task forces up and running, secure leadership for each task force, researched Community Anti-Drug Coalitions of America (CADCA) as a model, heard presentations from Anchorage and Fairbanks Anti-Drug Coalitions and drafted a Memorandum of Understanding for coalition members to consider.  On April 3, 2007, at a joint meeting of the Palmer and Wasilla Chambers of Commerce, the Memorandum was signed by more than 30 partners and agencies.  

In reality a number of the task forces fairly dissolved over the course of 2007 while the Steering Committee reformed and regrouped and as the data task force worked on gathering the data that would inform the entire initiative.  Michelle Bosau, the Executive Director during the United Way board’s strategic planning and during the summit, resigned and a new ED, Stephanie Allen, was hired in May 2007.  

In November 2007, the Data Committee and United Way of Mat-Su secured a $130,000 grant from the Mat-Su Health Foundation to complete a data project and publish a key indicators guide annually.  An RFP was issued in December 2007 and awarded to the Co-occurring Disorders Institute (CODI) in March 2008.  
