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The Purpose Of This Study & Report

During the spring of 2003, residents representing a cross-section of Hall County were gathered to participate in a series of focused discussion groups.  These groups, ranging in size from six to 20 people, were convened to talk about their views of life in Hall County and the qualities that make a healthy community.

The focus group discussions and this report that follows are part of a larger initiative called Healthy Hall, a broad effort to assess attributes and attitudes that make a community a great place to live, work, age and grow a family.

It is important to the evaluation of this report to understand both the value and the limitations of focus groups.  Focus groups are a research method that provides insight into the attitudes, ideas and opinions of a particular group of people.  It is reasonable to assume, for example, that the attitudes expressed within a small group of adults over age 65 will be representative, at least in part, of a larger, group of older adults.  So when reading this report and evaluating the opinions of a group, it is reasonable to assume the same attitudes and opinions exist to some degree in the larger community.

Focus groups are not quantitative, however.  One cannot assume that because a large majority in a focus group believes one way, that the same percentage of similar persons believes the same way.  

A focus group is a snapshot of the community.  Just as multiple photographs can begin to reveal the look of a community, multiple focus groups begin to reveal the character and the composition of community.  The multiple voices within the community are given an opportunity to call out, and to be heard and better understood.

The groups were also used to guide the development of a community-wide telephone survey that will provide quantitative information and greater insight into the attitudes and habits that shape Hall County and influence community health. 

This report divides the discussions with each group into five general areas:

· Priority Issues Affecting Life In Hall County

· Health Care Issues

· Safety & Security Issues

· Community Connections

· Views Of The Future

In any group report where one of these categories is missing, it means the group ran out of time before being able to discuss all areas.  Time was limited with some groups, especially with youth.

Questions about these focus groups should be directed to the leadership of Healthy Hall or to Bill Stiles, president, Stiles Healthcare Strategy, Inc., who facilitated each group and compiled this report.  Contact information is provided at the end of the report.

Senior Voices

Sunshine Senior Group

20 Participants

Overview of the Group

This group is made up of women who have, for the most part, lived their whole lives in Hall County.  The newcomer in the group said she lived in the county only 45 years.  All of the women in the group were African American.  The average age appeared to be approximately 65 to 75 years of age.

With this longevity comes a deep love of the area and an important perspective on the qualities and characteristics of the community.  These women have lived the history of the county for the past 50 to 75 years.  They’ve seen the population growth and the demographic shifts.  They’ve experienced the civil rights movement and have witnessed the increasing urbanization of the area.

They love living in Hall County.  In that conclusion they are unanimous, but they see trends they do not like and problems that worry them.

Priority Issues Affecting Life In Hall County

When asked what they would do to create a healthy Hall County, this group was quick to focus on the socialization and recreation needs of young and old.  

For example, the participants in the group observed that too many young people just hang out on the streets and do not have enough parks, recreational facilities to interest them and occupy their time.  They also said that young adults need night clubs and social spots, and that these are lacking in Hall County.

Continuing to focus on youth, the group observed that too many young people choose to leave the Hall County area after finishing school.  They would like to see more jobs, better jobs and more opportunity to encourage young adults to stay in the area.  One woman observed that young people with genuine skills and abilities are more likely to leave the area, robbing Hall County of its best and brightest.

The group observed that many seniors also need access to safe parks and recreational facilities, especially for older adults who don’t drive.  Some in the group observed that there are few public places for seniors to walk and socialize.  One woman said the county had plans to produce walking trails, but the work had not been done.

Those in the group acknowledge the importance of senior centers, but noted there is only one in south Hall County.

Health Care Issues

Perhaps the major observation from the discussion of health care issues is that out of 20 older women, many of them likely lower income, none reported difficulty accessing essential health care services.  All reported having doctors they see regularly.  None reported any difficulty getting the care of a physician when needed.

There were some critical comments about doctors offices, about the amount of time doctors spend with patients, and the cost of care, but seniors in the group are generally pleased with their health care services.  There were no complaints about the hospitals or access to specialty care.

Seniors in the group were very complementary of a program called Legacy Link, saying it provides useful information, referrals to needed services, and care at home when needed.  Four women in the group reported being helped directly by Legacy Link.  One woman reported Legacy Link had arranged for the fire department to install a smoke detector in her home.

Despite the value of the Legacy Link service, over half of the seniors in the room were apparently unaware of it.  When asked if they were aware of Legacy Link prior to the discussion in the meeting, only five raised their hands—the four who had received service and one other.

One participant also spoke favorably about the United Way and a grant to the Sunshine Group for home care aids like grab bars, elevated toilet seats and ramps.  This is not to imply that only one person in the group was aware of the grant, but only one person brought it up.

Participants in the group are very complementary of emergency medical services. Participants said ambulances are prompt and reliable, even from elderly who call these services repeatedly.

Safety and Security Issues

Seniors in the group overwhelmingly said they feel safe living in Hall County. They feel safe in their homes, and for the most part, feel safe in the community.

When asked if there was anything going on the community that frightened them, a somewhat surprising first response focused on industrial pollution from a nearby Cargill plant.  A member of the group explained there had been a chemical release at Cargill in the mid-1990’s.  Another woman added there are occasional sewer problems, but she expressed confidence the county was addressing the problem.

While apparently not an object of fear, women in the Sunshine Group are bothered by the presence of gangs.  None had any first-hand knowledge of gang violence, but they are troubled by graffiti and the prospects of gang violence in the future.

There were mixed reviews of the police and their impact on community safety.  Most believe the police do a good job, but some want the police to be more aggressive in their response to what seem to be obvious problems—such as drug trafficking.  One representative comment was that everyone knows where the drug dealing is being done, but that police just drive by and do nothing.

Some in the group said that responsiveness of the police depends on where one lives.  In some areas, police are slower to respond.  

The group seemed to express high satisfaction with the response of fire services.

Community Connections

Some of the women in this group recalled the segregationist experiences of their youth.  They told how they rode buses long distances to go to the black school and their difficulties seeking education and economic opportunity.  It is clear these were foundational experiences that still influence their views of race relations today.

The consensus of the group seemed to be that while all children today go to school together, and may even be friends with children of other races, there is still significant racism in the community.  

One woman referred to it as hidden racism that influences who gets a loan at the bank, or who gets a job or a promotion.

Many in the group admitted that bias and racism are greater problems in the older generation than among children.  The consensus was that children learn it from their parents, however, and the problem is perpetuated.  The parents teach the children.

One woman told a story about how her children began to play with some white children in the neighborhood.  The white children told her children they could come over to their house (the white’s house) but they (the white children) could not go to their house.  This angered the woman telling the story, of course, and she confronted her white neighbor.  Unfortunately, the solution to the problem was to keep the children from playing together at all.

The needs and interest of children are clearly priorities for these older women.  They believe the county in which they were reared is still a good place for children and a good place to raise a family, but they see worrisome trends.

Several of the women talked about the loss of respect among children for adults.  They lamented that many children grow up never having learned to respect those older than them.  Further, this basis loss of respect leads to trouble in the community.

While most believe Hall County schools do an adequate job preparing children, a strong, discordant theme emerged from this discussion.  These women continue to see the vestiges of racism in the way schools treat some black children.  They believe some children are disadvantaged because of race or poverty.

One story that had many heads nodding in agreement was told by one woman who said children are evaluated and labeled at an early age.  If they have behavior problems, perhaps brought about by a poor home life, they are permanently labeled, even if their behavior improves or they switch schools.  The implication was that this happens to black children more frequently.

An observation was made that most teachers do not know what it is like to live in a poor neighborhood.  Teachers live middle-class lives and they do not relate to those who live in repressive, low-income communities.  Their focus is limited to the behavior of the child, not the sources of the behavior, which may be rooted at home or in the neighborhood.

The ladies in this group are bothered by the flight of upper income Hall Countians to north Hall County schools.  They perceive those with resources are seeking to get away from lower-income African Americans and Latinos.  Someone in the group called Hispanics the “new blacks.”  The belief is that the better schools and better education will follow the upper income folks, and that those in poorer neighborhoods will be left with lesser schools.

Transportation is an issue for these senior women.  They would like to see more access to low-cost or no-cost public transportation.  They are familiar with the Red Rabbit buses and think this is a valuable service, but they also expressed the opinion that access to the service is limited and, though the price is low, still too expensive for some senior adults.

It was also noted that the Red Rabbit is a city service, and that elderly in rural areas have little or no access to reliable transportation.  

For those who do not drive, taxi’s, family, benevolent friends and churches are the only other available modes of transportation.

One woman said she would like to see the churches, many of which have buses, get more involved in transportation for the elderly.  This suggestion brought a number of nods of agreement.

Views Of The Future

Most in the Sunshine Seniors group express optimism about the future of Hall County, saying that life is better now than when they were young, and expressing hope that problems such as racism will get continuously better.

Their optimism is diluted, however, by ever-present concerns about young people and the impact of an uncertain economy, lack of employment opportunities, and declining civility and morality in the culture.  The ladies seemed to be saying that they were optimistic about their own families, but less so for Hall County families in general.

Participants were asked what they would want to tell the leaders of Hall County. In the case of the Sunshine ladies, this question initiated a discussion of traffic congestion and urban development.

One participant noted there is no place in South Gainesville to go the grocery store, the drug store or a dry cleaner.  Residents there must go to another part of town for shopping, which is especially difficult for those who do not drive much.  Participants would like to see investment on the south side in basic retail services.

They would also like to see new investment in housing, but not developments that cram too many people into too small an area.  They perceive that the only types of residential development conceived for the south side of town are multi-family developments.  They would like to see more lawns, trees, sidewalks and park areas.

The Sunshine group also perceives indifference to the problems of traffic in the south Gainesville area.  There are too many cars, too few sidewalks and too few traffic lights.  Walking is made especially difficult by these factors.  Highway 124 was mentioned as especially dangerous.

The comments about parks and green spaces prompted an observation that there are too few places to host family reunions.  The comment was made that pavilions at public parks are an option, but they must be cleared too early in the evening to allow for a satisfactory reunion.  The only options, according to the participant speaking, are to rent places like Lanier Islands, which are too expensive.  

Senior Center Group

11 Participants

Overview of the Group

These seniors are all regular participants in the programs and services of the senior center.  The average age of this group seemed somewhat older than the Sunshine Seniors group, and several exhibited distinct mobility difficulties due to age.

The group was mostly female and white.  Two of the women in the group were black.  One white male participated.

Most in the group were long-time or lifetime Hall County residents, though a few were relative newcomers.  One moved to Hall County only 2 years ago.  Another moved to Hall 8 years ago. While most have family in the area, they live alone and look to the senior center for social support and recreation. 

Priority Issues Affecting Life In Hall County

Though all in the group said they were happy to live in Hall County, this group needed little prompting to begin a list of things they would like to see improved, including:

· Traffic, roads and urban sprawl.  Several in the group expressed frustration with the increasing traffic in the area and related problems with roads, potholes and maintenance.  One participant talked about how hard it is to get to shopping areas for essential goods and services.

· Medicine prices.  Fixed incomes make it very difficult to afford the increasing costs of prescription medications.

· Recreational and social opportunities for young people.  This lament, which sounded very similar to the discussion in the Sunshine Seniors group, came from one of the black women in the discussion.  She said she was very concerned about young people who seem to have nowhere to go other than to hang out on the street.

· Affordable personal care homes for seniors.  The comment was made that the nicer personal care homes, assisted living centers and nursing homes were not affordable to many seniors, and the affordable homes are not very nice.

Of all the potential improvements suggested, the cost of medicine generated the biggest reaction.  It is clear that many in the group struggle with prescription costs.

Health Care Issues

As in the Sunshine group, few in this group expressed any complaints about health care quality or access to health care services.  All enjoy the services of a regular doctor and many in the group took the time to brag about the attentiveness and dedication of their doctors.

One woman in the group, the one who moved to Hall County only two years ago, reported that she had difficulty getting a doctor to accept her at first.  She was looking for a female physician, and could not get a doctor to accept her as a new patient for several months.  She did ultimately get into a practice that meets her needs, however.  She reported that she did use Quick Care several times before getting established with a doctor of her own.

Several in the group expressed frustration with being rushed by their doctors.  They also reported that physician office employees often do not know how to relate to older patients, and that communication suffers.  One in the group suggested that medical office employees should be trained to communicate better and understand the needs of the elderly.

Members of the group are very happy with hospital care.  No real complaints about Hall County hospitals were registered at all, except for expected references to the high cost of care.  Several in the groups said local hospitals are “very nice” and that they had been treated well there.  Two in the group did express regret that they had lost the private room benefit they once had as members of the hospital’s seniors program.

One possible health treatment void expressed by the group is dental care.  Because Medicare does not cover dental care, most seniors have no dental insurance.  Several remarked this is a big problem.  One woman told of a recent experience where she paid $200 for treatment for a broken tooth.  She implied that it was money she did not really have, but she had no choice but to pay it.

When asked if they feel healthy, most in the group replied that they do, even if they are dealing with chronic health problems.  Those who talked about being active, exercising regularly, seemed to be most enthusiastic in their self-appraisals of health.  The activity they experience at the senior center is a big part of their positive, healthy outlook.

Safety and Security Issues

While most in the group live alone, all reported feeling safe in their homes.  No one expressed fear about living alone, saying they would just “call 911” if something happens to them.  Only two in the group reported having an emergency alert system in their home.

One woman who lives in the neighborhood near the senior center said she does not necessarily feel safe in her neighborhood.  She expressed some concern about gangs and about young people just hanging out.  In her words, “you don’t know if they’re doing drugs or not.”

Members of this group have little awareness or personal experience with gangs.  No one in the group reported any experiences with gang violence.  One woman reported that someone shot holes in her windshield, but she thought it was just vandalism, not gang related.

Members of this group expressed high levels of confidence in fire and police and voiced no complaints or criticisms.

Community Connections

Members of this group report that they are usually able to get where they need to go.  Transportation is not a big worry in their lives.  Some still drive.  Some use the Red Rabbit.  Some rely on family and friends.  None mentioned taxis.  All expressed appreciation to the senior center for providing them a place to fellowship and transportation to get there.

Members of the group did express worry, however, for friends and neighbors who are more frail, homebound and isolated.  One woman said there are far fewer support services for homebound elderly

When asked if they could name their neighbors, most in the group could not.  Some said they could name some of their neighbors, but not all.  This is an interesting observation because you would expect older residents, those who have lived in Hall County a long time, to be most likely to know the names of the persons living around them.

No one reported any problems with their neighbors, but it seems clear there is little social interaction between these seniors and those who live around them.

It is clear from the comments in this group that many have Latino neighbors.  Over half reported living on a street with someone of a different race.  Neither blacks nor whites were mentioned in the conversation, but participants of both races mentioned Latinos among their neighbors. They refer to their neighbors not by name, but as “an Hispanic family” or as “Mexicans.”

There seems to be a live-and-let-live attitude among these seniors concerning the influx of Latinos into their neighborhoods.  If they see it as a negative trend, and some apparently do based on their comments and body language, there is nothing they can do about it.  

Views Of The Future

Members of this group have little to say about the future, positively or negatively.  They are happy with the leadership in Hall County.  They feel the community is growing in a positive direction and that their children and grandchildren will benefit from that growth.

Worries about the future focus primarily on a time in the future when they may not be able to care for themselves any longer.  Several verbalized this worry saying that they do not want to go to a nursing home.  

Fear of nursing homes may be a major theme for Hall County seniors.  Avoiding nursing homes was high on the agenda for several in the senior center group.  Concerns over low staffing levels and uncaring staff were expressed by several participants.  There is fear of the unknown consequences and the finality of the nursing home move.  One woman perhaps represented the group when she said, “You really have no idea what goes on there unless you are in there.”

When asked what they would do to change Hall County, members of the group returned to two of the major points they started with—provide recreation for idle youth and do something about the high cost of prescription medications.

Voices of Youth

Gainesville High Christian Education Group

10 Participants

Overview of the Group

This group of five girls and five boys met during an optional class period.  The grades of students in the group ranged from ninth grade to 12th grade.  One female member of the class was black.  There were no Latinos in the class.

Eight of the students were residents of Hall County, most of them life-long residents.  Two members of the class were from other counties—one from Banks and one from Dawson.  Both out of county students reported their parents sent them to Gainesville High for a better educational experience.  Students in the group believe their school is doing a good job of educating them and preparing them for the future.  When asked to give their school a letter grade, all but one student responded with an A or B.

The Hall residents in the group believe Hall County is a good place to live and grow up.  For the most part they talked openly about the issues posed to them.  This is a class that is used to discussing religion, so they are not timid about speaking up on sensitive topics.  It seems important to note that while the class was a Christian education group, there was no evidence that members of the group were advancing ideas based on dogma or the philosophies of any particular faith.  In fact, it was apparent that many different religious viewpoints were represented in the room.

Priority Issues Affecting Life In Hall County

Like teens all over the world, the first word used to describe life in Hall County was “boring.”  They would like to see more places for teens to hang out, such as coffee houses or Internet cafes.

This group does not see the Boys Club/Girls Club as a place for them.  That’s a place for “younger kids,” they said.  This group also does not see church groups or youth fellowships as a satisfactory solution.  “A lot of kids won’t go to those,” was the response.

One boy said he would like to see more alternative sports like rugby or lacrosse to open up more opportunities for students to participate.

When asked if they planned to live in Hall County (or the surrounding areas) after college, only one student said yes.  Most see Hall County as a good place to live, with plenty of opportunity for jobs, but not necessarily matching their interests.  One student perhaps spoke for the group saying that most will go somewhere else for college and likely not return.

Health Care Issues

Even though teens are likely to have limited experience with health care in Hall County, the issue was discussed, but from a youth perspective.

Though all have used doctors multiple times in their lives, only half of the group reported having a regular doctor, someone they know by name and see regularly.  The remaining five reported using clinics, the emergency room or services like QuickCare.  When asked if they had ever experienced difficulty getting health care when they needed it, one girl in the group said yes.  Though she was reluctant to elaborate, lack of money or insurance appeared to be the reason for her difficulty, based on her comments.

Dental problems, allergies and injuries are the health problems these teens see most often at school.

When asked about health classes and sex education, all members of the group said they have been in such classes and they question their effectiveness.  One student said he thought the sex ed classes were too focused on abstinence.  Another said he thought the classes would be taken more seriously if there was less emphasis on the negative aspects of sex.  One girl said she thought the classes were repetitious, and that after a while students tune out.  

When one boy said he thought sex ed should not be taught at school at all, he was challenged by another boy who noted that some students do not have parents to teach them information about sex. Nine of ten in the class said they support sex ed and were glad to have had the classes.  When asked at what age sex ed should first be taught, the consensus of the group was age 12 to 13.

When the subject turned to drug use among students at Gainesville High, members of the group seemed somewhat reluctant to talk.  Said one girl—“I don’t see any of it.”

It is interesting to note that students separate drug use from marijuana use.  Drugs, as defined by this group of students, include crystal meth and hallucinogenics like LSD.  The students said these drugs are not widely used and are seen by most students as a negative activity and a serious social stigma.  

Marijuana on the other hand seems to have no stigma attached to it at all.  It is used commonly and deemed to be socially acceptable among most teens.

Also acceptable is alcohol use, even heavy alcohol use.  Said one teen, “I know a good many kids who drink every weekend.”  Another explained that it is socially acceptable to drink, even heavily, saying, “It’s certainly not looked down on.”  The group explained that drinking does not usually occur at school, but at students’ homes and weekend parties.

All agree that there is a significant problem with smoking at their school.  Smoking does seem to carry something of a negative stigma with this group.  When asked what programs or messages are effective in encouraging kids not to smoke, the group offered no ideas.  “It’s a personal choice,” said one girl.  “I don’t think there is anything you can do about it.”

Safety and Security Issues

Participants in this group report they usually feel safe at school and in the community.  School violence is not a major concern for them, but they do worry about stealing.

“Don’t bring any money to school or it’s gone,” said one boy.  Others in the group agreed that stealing is rampant at school, and that jackets, cell phones, purses or anything of value is vulnerable, especially when stored in gym lockers where there are no security cameras.  When asked what percentage of students in the school could be trusted not to steal, the answers ranged from a low of 10% to 75%.

All of the students have had contact or experiences of some sort involving gangs or gang-like groups.  Several stories were told of friends or acquaintances who were jumped or beaten or threatened because they wore the wrong colors and ventured into the wrong part of town.  One student said he was confronted by a group of 10-to-12 year olds who threatened him as he was walking down the street.  The story was treated comically, but it was clear the student was shaken somewhat by the experience.  Half the students in the class had a gang story.

Several students talked about the graffiti that is visible throughout the community.  One girl said her church was spray-painted.  Another said his car was spray painted because it was the wrong color.

There were mixed reactions to the role and effectiveness of police.  One female student said officers like to “prey on young girls,” saying they wait and watch for them to drive by.  Students do acknowledge that police are important to safety and security, but they express suspicion about police tactics and motives.  

One girl also expressed suspicion about security at school, saying she wished there were fewer security cameras.  “I feel all they do is watch us,” she said.

It is unclear how much of the students attitude toward police and authorities is molded by myth and teen angst and how much is taken from genuine awareness of community issues.  When asked, no student in the class could come up with the name of the mayor of Gainesville, the Hall County sheriff or the Gainesville police chief.  

Community Connections

The students in the group said that while racism and prejudice are not high profile problems in Hall County, they are ever present just below the surface.  As evidence they cite the proliferation of groups at school that associate only with others just like them.  “We have a lot of groupies,” said one student.

Students of different races tend to cluster at school.  Several students reported that Latinos are most likely to remain separate at school.  One girl explained that during lunch or free time the Latino students always stay together.

There are few fights or other problems related to race, however.  The students explained that the races get along, they just don’t socialize much.

Likely because of their interests in religion (as evidenced by their voluntary participation in a Christian education class) several students were anxious to talk about religious prejudice.  One girl, a Catholic, said she felt some bias from among her peers.  

This comment prompted an interesting discussion about Wicca, which according to one student, is practiced by a number of his friends.  He said, and other students confirmed, that prejudice against Wicca’s is common at Gainesville High. Clearly some students view Wicca as a religious practice with standing equal to other, better known faiths and denominations.

Optimism About The Future

Most students are optimistic about their own futures, but are somewhat fatalistic about the future of the community or the world.  Most in the group have definite plans for college and some have already planned for specific careers.

Concerns over environmental issues and population growth colored this group’s appraisal of Hall County in the future.  Students observed that Hall County’s dramatic growth is having an impact on green spaces.  Said one girl, “I’m not that old, but I can drive by places that have built up and remember when their used to be trees there.”

Virtually every student in the class thinks the environmental future of Hall County looks negative, and some cited it as a reason they may choose to live elsewhere.  Overcrowding, traffic, declining water quality and loss of woods and forests were cited as concerns.

When asked what they worry about, some in this group cited the war.  This session was held near the beginning of the war with Iraq, and it was clear that thoughts of war were fueling some pessimistic, even fatalistic thoughts about the future.  

When asked what their parents worry about, one girl summed up for the group saying, “us.”  Others said their parents worried about money, jobs and paying for college.

When asked what recommendations they would make to improve the county, this group had little to add.  One boy said he would like to see a greater emphasis on developing and expanding parks.

Boys Club-Girls Club After School Group

13 Participants

Overview of the Group

This energetic group of sixth and seventh graders consisted of four boys and nine girls.  All participants in the group were African American.  They were cooperative, outspoken and very interested in talking about their schools and community.

Priority Issues Affecting Life In Hall County

When asked to describe what a healthy Hall County would look like, this group focused at first on characteristics of personal health—good nutrition, exercise, avoiding drugs and tobacco, and staying clean.  It is clear that this group is getting the personal health message either at school or at home, and several talked about embracing these good health habits themselves.

When asked if Hall County is a healthy place to live, however, most in the group said no.  The health problems they cited were dirty streets and trashy playgrounds, people fighting, graffiti on buildings, drug use, gangs and air pollution.

This group is very opinionated on the issues of litter, pollution and dirty parks.  When asked to cite an example of a dirty park, several girls in unison stood up and pointed out the window to the park outside.

Parks seem to be a very important part of these young lives.  They talked about going there to hang out or to play sports.  Some complained that the best parks are too far away for them to go to on their own.  It is clear they want their parks to be clean, active, non-threatening places.

Health Care Issues

All members of the group had had experiences with doctors, and some had been to hospitals. Almost every member of the group said they have a doctor they consider their doctor.  Only one or two seemed to be uncertain about a doctor.

This group was not very interested in discussing health care.  One issue of interest did emerge, however—fast food and obesity.

Displaying insight that seemed surprising for the age group, one girl said there are too many working mothers who don’t have enough time to do anything for dinner than to take their children to the drive-thru.  She expressed the opinion that she and other children she knows eat too much fast food.

Several in the group expressed genuine concern about friends who are obese, saying they were afraid they wouldn’t live long.

This group has a high awareness of what a good diet should be.  When asked how many servings of fruits and vegetables one should eat a day, an entertaining little debate ensued as several in the group argued over the right numbers.  It was clear from the discussion, however, that this group has studied nutrition and has learned some valuable information.

Safety and Security Issues

When asked if they feel safe in the community, this group generated some mixed responses.  All reported feeling safe at home, but some worry about bullies and fighting at school and at parks.

Bullying and fighting seems to be more a male worry than a female worry in this group (and in an older group to follow).  Two of the young men in this group expressed fear of getting beaten up.  These same boys said there are times when they are afraid to go to school.

One girl reported there is a bully law that addresses this threat.  Another girl said she wasn’t afraid of bullies because she is one.

According to the group, parks become a more worrisome place in the evenings in the summer.  Apparently the parks are a hangout for older youth who are intimidating to these younger students.  Several in the group mentioned fireworks.  One boy said, “They shoot firecrackers at you.”  This same threat was mentioned in another group.

This young group expressed interesting attitudes toward gangs, saying the gangs they know are not really gangs, just gang-like.  Said one girl, “They don’t go around killing people . . . they’re more like a family.”

Several in the group said the gangs do pick fights, however.  When asked if they could name some gangs, kids in the group rattled off more than a dozen names.  When asked how many have personally seen a gang fighting, over half raised their hands.  But the group insisted, as if defending the practice, that mere fighting is not evidence of a real gang.

This group does seem to have respect for law enforcement.  When asked about police and the jobs they do, the group expressed positive attitudes and said police do a good job.

Community Connections

This young group is not overly focused on race issues.  When asked if Hall County is a friendly place, the group’s response was very positive in tone.  Rather than introducing issues of race, religion or culture as other groups did, these young people defined “friendly” by describing their good relations with friends at school and church.  

When asked about relationships between the races, young people in the group echoed other groups saying blacks, whites and Latinos separate themselves.  This did not seem to be a troubling notion, just a description of the way things are.

One young man in the group did tell a meaningful story.  He said he went into an electronics store at the mall to look at video games, but was told by a store employee he was not allowed to play the games on display and would have to leave.  The boy said a few minutes later he saw a white boy go in and play the games without being stopped by the clerk.  While the boy did not say so, it was clear he felt he had been a victim of racial bias.

Boys Club-Girls Club Older Group

8 Participants

Overview of the Group

This group of six girls and two boys, all of them African American, meets at the Boys Club/Girls Club in the late afternoon to hang out and work with computers.  Members of this group were 8th and 9th graders, aged from 13 to 15.   

The youth in this group were friendly with each other and fun loving, but were less interested in talking about issues of health and Hall County than their younger counterparts.  In fact, this group seemed to distrust the focus group process, as if it could be a ruse to gather information for some other purpose.  There were several times during the discussion that participants seemed to be deliberately withholding information that might be interpreted as informing on themselves or friends.

Priority Issues Affecting Life In Hall County

When asked about what makes a county healthy, youth in this group listed a number of personal health issues like eating right, getting enough sleep and exercise and avoiding tobacco and drugs.

When asked if they believe their friends are healthy, most of them laughed and said no.  When asked why, several in the group said many of their friends smoke and some do drugs.

The group seemed to be unanimous that smoking is a major problem and a widespread practice.  When asked what percentage of their school smokes regularly, the consensus response was that about half smoke either cigarettes or marijuana.  One boy said many youth smoke “blacky mouth.”  When asked to explain what blacky mouth is, he said “weed.”

One girl said smoking marijuana, or at least trying it, is far more widespread than tobacco.  She said, “All of them are going to try some weed . . . all I know.”  Like the Gainesville High group, this group defined marijuana as something other than a drug.  In fact, there seemed to be much more of an equation between marijuana and tobacco—some smoke one or the other, or both.

The group responded very little when asked about drugs.  They seemed to have little desire to discuss the topic, whether from distrust or disinterest, it is difficult to say.  One of the girls said they studied drugs and their effect on the body in health class at school.

When asked about alcohol the group said this is much less of a problem in their school.  Some in the group volunteered that they do not drink.  Some said they have tried alcohol, at least a little.  

The group was more verbal about the topic of sex, volunteering that over half of the people they know are sexually active.  It is clear that definitions of sex may be gray in this group.  One boy asked what was meant by sex, saying a lot of people are doing things that could be described as sexual activity, but are not really sex.  

When asked if they studied sex education in school, one girl said, “We used to.”  When asked what that meant, there was no response.

Those in this group exercise very little, or not at all.  When asked about their exercise habits, most said they do not play sports nor exercise regularly.  One girl does play basketball at the Boys Club/Girls Club, but the others come to the Club only to see friends, play games and use computers.

Those in this group were the least likely of all groups interviewed to report having a regular doctor.  All in the group said they had been to doctors, but none could—or would--provide a name of a doctor they go to all the time

Safety and Security Issues

All in the group said they feel safe living in Hall County and at school.   The boys, however, expressed some concern over fighting and bullying.  One of the young men, admitting that he has a tendency to talk too much, expressed concern that his mouth tends to get him in trouble with older teens.

Like their younger counterparts, this group sees trouble in the public parks, especially in the summer time.  One of the boys mentioned having fireworks shot at him.  One of the girls talked about fighting at the parks.  Several in the group said the parks are not clean.  

When asked what can be done to change the parks, one of the young women said, “You can’t change them.  You can’t change the parks . . . you’ve got to change the people.”

The mention of gangs brought an animated reaction from the group, with all saying gangs are prevalent and are a significant problem.  Like the younger group, this group sees a difference in some gangs, noting some are just groups of people loyal to each other, while some are more serious and threatening.  According to those in the group, most gangs just exchange threatening words, but the words sometimes escalate to fighting.

When asked if they had personally witnessed any gang violence, the group got very quiet.  In fact, this was the only time during the hour-long discussion that the group got totally quiet.  Finally one girl volunteered she had seen some fighting.  When asked if it was serious, she replied “It’s always serious.”

When asked if they had had any discussions with their parents about gangs and fighting, no one volunteered an answer.

This group expressed very negative attitudes toward police, saying phrases like “crooked cops,” and “bad.”  When one boy said that some of the police are dedicated to their jobs, one girl challenged him saying, “They ain’t no kind of good.”  There was no meaningful response to questions about their school resource officer, except for one girl who said, “they see too much.”

Community Connections

There were mixed evaluations of relationships between races in Hall County.  Some said those of different races do not get along, while others said they do.  Like other groups, this group described an environment where youth of different races keep to themselves.

When asked if they have good friends of different races, one girl who said yes was immediately challenged by another girl to provide a name as evidence.  She did not provide a name.

As if to underscore the separation of the races, a somewhat disturbing event occurred ironically close to this point of the discussion.  A white teenage girl came into the room to get something from a storage cabinet.  As the visitor left the room and closed the door, one girl in the focus group said, ‘get your white - - - out of here.” 

Views of the Future

When asked what they would do to make Hall County a better place, one youth said do something about homelessness.  Asked if homelessness is a big problem in the County, the youth replied that it is, and that there needs to be some housing built.

Two other youth repeated they would like to see the city cleaned up, including with the parks and streets.

Another said she would like to see a new Boys Club/Girls Club built.

Latino & Immigrant Voices

Hispanic Committee

12 Participants

Overview of the Group

Those participating in this discussion are all part of a leadership group focused on improving the lives and opportunities for Latino’s in Hall County.  So they came to the meeting with a perspective, perhaps even a philosophy about Latino issues, but they did not appear to have a single-minded agenda.  This group was very open to a wide-ranging discussion of the quality of life in Hall County for Latinos and others.

Participants were all professional people, working for employers like the school system,  banks, the health department, family and children’s services, El Puente—a Latino service organization.

The group consisted of six men and six women, all adults, with most ages ranging from mid-twenties to mid-forties.  Ten participants were Latino and two were white.

Most of the participants have lived in Hall County for at least seven years, and many have lived in Hall for 15 years or longer.  One participant works in Hall, but lives in Gwinnett County.  

Priority Issues Affecting Life In Hall County

Living conditions are very important to this group.  To them a healthy Hall County would have cleaner water, better sewers, better housing, good schools, good jobs, nice parks and adequate access to basic human services.  They see many of these qualities in place in Hall to some degree, but also see great opportunity for improvement, especially for the Latino community.

Sewer and septic tank problems are a major issue to this group.  As described by one participant, Latinos do not understand the function and maintenance of septic tanks because they do not exist in their native countries.  They do not know that septic tanks fill up, then overflow, then cause potential health problems.  At minimum, education is needed.  The maximum, best response would be extension of the sewer system to serve Latino areas.

The sewer problem is exacerbated in trailer parks, in which many Latinos live.  In these areas, which are often put in the least desirable residential zones, flooding is common.  Heavy rains lead to open, running sewage in the trailer parks and nearby drainage ditches.  It was reported there can also be problems with wet, exposed electrical wires.

The high concentration of Latinos in trailer parks is an indicator of inadequate affordable housing for lower income Hispanic families.  It is the consensus of many in this group that not only is housing needed, but quality, family-oriented neighborhoods are a priority.  Asked to describe such housing, one participant responded a neighborhood should have lighting, sidewalks and places for children to play.

Repeating a theme heard in most other groups, this group would like to see more parks and increased access to park areas.  Access is difficult because many Latinos must walk.  Parks may be far from home, and lack of sidewalks makes walking even more difficult.

Latinos are family-oriented, but there are few affordable places they can meet for family reunions or large gatherings.  This group would like to see more open park spaces for larger gatherings or festivals.  They would also like to see family-oriented recreation centers located in areas accessible to Latinos.

Several in the group expressed concern that there are too few gathering places for Latino youth.  One man noted that 70% of Latinos in Hall County are under age 25 and that investing in these young people should be a high priority.

Health Care Issues

Access to healthcare does not seem to be a personal issue for those in this group, who are all employed, most in professional capacities.  Those in the group are concerned by what they perceive to be negative health trends within the Latino community, which the group believes is generally unhealthy.

The primary health concerns within the Latino population as articulated by this group can be grouped into one of four major areas: lack of insurance coverage, language barriers, cultural barriers and lack of awareness among Latinos of prevention and treatment priorities.  

Lack of insurance or the ability to pay for care is related to a number of factors, according to the group.  Many Latinos work for employers who either do not provide coverage or who provide coverage that is so expensive employees do not take it.  Some employers provide coverage for the worker, but not for the family.  Many workers--and their children--are undocumented, which means they are not eligible for health services from Peachcare, Medicaid, the county health department or the Department of Family and Children’s Services.

Some in the group acknowledge that Latinos have what might be called an unrealistic attitude toward insurance.  They want it, but only if it is free.  There is either a reluctance or an inability to see the long-term value of paying for quality insurance coverage.

Language barriers complicate the insurance coverage problem.  Many Latinos do not understand insurance or the services or benefits that could be available to them if they had it.  The written explanations, even when printed in Spanish, can be a confusing litany of rules, deductibles and eligibility requirements.  When they do use health or medical services, language differences complicate treatment and aftercare instruction.  

Barriers in care linked to cultural differences are numerous.  Latinos are typically shy, quiet people, so asking questions or making demands of service providers does not come naturally.  It is common for Hispanic men to forego to delay care because they are afraid something might be found that is wrong with them.  So they delay care until illnesses become major and care unavoidable.  

Further, some in the group reported that Latinos who do go to the hospital or doctors’ offices for care feel looked down upon.  One woman said she believes many offices are deliberately rude to Latino families to discourage them from coming for service.  This is complicated by translators who, even though their job requires them to translate, make Latinos who are not bilingual feel inferior.  Some in the discussion group believe that despite years of dealing with a growing Hispanic population, health providers remain largely uninformed of Latinos and their cultural complexities.

Many health problems in the Latino community exist or grow worse because of ignorance or lack of education.  For example, birth defects in the Latino community are higher because there is little awareness of the need for folic acid in the diet of a pregnant woman.  Diabetes is prevalent, and it often goes uncontrolled.  High fat diets contribute to a high level of obesity among Latino children.

It was further discussed that mental health services are largely non-existent for Latinos except in the private-pay sector.

The discussion of health services led to a debate within the group about the practice of requiring a Social Security number for certain services, and whether the practice is self-defeating.  The Social Security number requirement is related to reducing fraud and identifying illegals.  However, many Latinos use invalid Social Security numbers at work and their undocumented wives and children may not have a number at all.  This means many Latinos stay away from essential, preventative services such as prenatal care or health education.  It was noted in the group that it is common for a pregnant Latino to wait until late in the third trimester to present anywhere for prenatal care.

Some in the group believe that Hall County employers want to expand health benefits and access to care for Latinos, but they have not been effectively engaged to address the problem.  Members of the group would like to see a concerted effort among employers, such as those in the poultry sector, to address problems of coverage and care.

Safety & Security Issues

Members of the Hispanic leadership group were very candid about the Latino community and its growing problems with gangs.  There was clear consensus in the group that many Latino gangs are real, are violent and are a growing threat to community safety.  One man noted there has been a drive-by shooting. Others said gangs are responsible for frequent fights, stolen cars and other robberies.

One man said that gangs in the Latino community fall into two groups—the truly violent and those that grow because youth need somewhere to belong.  Another man commented that the breakdown in the family encourages many youth to find a group, a fellowship, a place where they feel accepted.  He observed that the children, who are bilingual, grow up too fast because they become the translator and mouthpiece for their non-English-speaking parents.

Some in the group said the Wal-Mart is becoming an increasingly fearsome place for Latinos after dark.  Another problem spot is the Wild Horse, a Latino nightspot, where there are frequent fights.

According to this group there is significant distrust of police in the Latino community.  Some, including some in the group discussion, feel they are profiled by police and are pulled over unfairly.  One man in the group reported this has happened to him on two occasions.  There is a perception, apparently shared by many, that Hall County and Gainesville police target Latinos disproportionately.

The story was told that police routinely park near the Wild Horse late at night and pull over anyone who leaves the premises.

Latinos who have been in Hall County only a short time are more likely to distrust police and their motives.  This seemed to be supported by those in the group, where the relative newcomers, those here less than 10 years, expressed heightened reservations about police and their practices.  Latinos are commonly afraid they will be jailed because they lack insurance or a driver’s license.  It was noted that police frequently ask for a green card, even though the green card is not relative to a traffic stop.  One man expressed the opinion it is not within the jurisdiction of local police to check green cards.

Of course, as one woman in the group pointed out, driving without insurance or a license is against the law, and that immigrants should have green cards.  Should the law not be enforced for the Latino community as it is for others?  The group seemed to conclude that laws should be enforced, but the way they are enforced now breeds abuse and distrust.

Community Connections

Repeating a theme common to all the focus groups, this group sees a serious lack of places and spaces for youth to gather and recreate constructively.  Parks and youth centers that serve Latino communities are practically non-existent.

When asked about the Boys Club/Girls Club, the group responded that the club is perceived as mostly for Black youth and that Latinos do not feel welcome there.  Further the Boys Club/Girls Club is not convenient for many Latino neighborhoods.  Parents must pick up youth after school, and many Latinos do not have access to an extra car for this purpose.

The group was asked to talk about the role of churches in the lives of the Hispanic community.  Some in the group said the churches are a positive influence among those who actually attend them, but many do not attend, and many do not reach out proactively.  The work of St. Michaels was mentioned by one participant.

The consensus of the group seemed to be that the churches could and should do more within the Latino community because the need is very real.  One man’s comments seemed to speak for the group when he said the churches are a force for positive change for their members, but not in the larger, outside community.

Views of the Future

Members of this group are somewhat optimistic about the future of Latinos in Hall County, but are realistic there are many difficult problems to address.  Some in the group acknowledge that problems seem unsolvable.  Yet they believe the history of Hall County, and the progressive attitudes of its people, will lead the Latino community to better days.

These leaders seem to acknowledge that much responsibility for solving the problems of Latinos lie within the Latino community itself.  These are community problems that call everyone to respond proactively, but Latinos themselves must take a responsible lead role.

This group would like to see increased emphasis on developing a greater sense of community and commonality between Latinos and the greater community.  Noting that Hispanics are a social people who enjoy festivals, this group would like to see more festivals and gatherings that appeal both to Latinos and other segments of the community.  It was noted there are some festivals existing that could be promoted better among Latinos.

Alliance For Literacy Group

15 Participants

Overview of the Group

This group was a class of immigrant residents attending an English language study.  While most in the group were Latino, coming to Hall County from Central America and South America, two were from Japan and one was from Denmark.

The diversity of the countries of origin in this group demonstrates that Hall County attracts immigrants from many Spanish-speaking countries, not just Mexico, as some believe.  Only four of the 12 Latino participants were from Mexico, with the remainder listing Columbia, Venezuela, Bolivia and Ecuador as their native countries.

Length of residency in Hall County ranges from seven months to 47 years for one resident.  The average length of residency was about 2.5 years.   One participant reported actually living in Gwinnett County.

Of the 15 participants, only two were male, and one of the men rarely spoke.  The perspectives in the group therefore, are decidedly female.

Priority Issues Affecting Life In Hall County

When asked if they like living in Hall County, most in the group were quick to say yes, but some wanted to make it clear that by endorsing life in Hall County, they were not denigrating their home country.  They see Hall County as an attractive place to live, with clean neighborhoods, welcoming people, and of course, economic opportunity.

The attribute of “welcoming” apparently does not extend to government offices and their employees, however.  When asked what could be done to make life in Hall County better, several in the group where quick to describe the bureaucracies they encounter as “unkind” and not interested in helping them with questions and problems with rules and paperwork.

Some in the group cited traffic and overcrowding as concerns.  One woman said the area is losing too many trees and green spaces.

Health Care Issues

Most in the group reported having encounters with the health care system in Hall County, either with doctors, hospitals or the health department.  Impressions of the services they received were for the most part positive, but there were many problem areas the group was eager to talk about.

Negative comments about the health care system focused on high costs, long waits for care, and confusion about insurance coverages.

Of the 15 in the group, only six reported having health insurance coverage through an employer.  When those who do not have coverage were asked why, the most common answer was cost.  In what may be a typical scenario, one woman pointed out that her husband was covered at work, but she and her children are not.  Some in the group expressed confusion over whether they were eligible to get insurance.

The discussion in this group indicates that confusion about health services and coverage may be a widespread problem among immigrants.  Only four in the group had ever heard of Peach Care.  One woman asked whether there was any kind of insurance available for adults.  Several women asked about the eligibility requirements for Medicaid.  Another woman asked what options are available for children who are undocumented immigrants.  Another asked what type of coverage is available for older immigrants, such as parents who live with them.

When asked if there was any kind of agency or office they could go to get answers to these questions, most just looked confused.  No one in the group was aware of any central resource, other than perhaps the health department.

Four persons in the group reported having gone to the health department for services.  They were thankful for the service, but felt the wait for treatment had been very long.  Further, one woman observed that you have to go to the health department to make an appointment to go back to the health department for the appointment—two visits for one episode of care.

Several in the group reported difficulty getting in to see a doctor.   Two women made the point that many doctors in Hall County are not accepting new patients.  They tried to get in to see doctors, but could not.  One woman said she has insurance, but could not get a doctor to see her.

Those who do see doctors report they have little or no difficulty communicating with the doctors of their staffs.  Perhaps because of their language classes, they seem to have overcome language barriers.  One woman did observe, however, that she thinks doctors do not really listen to them.

Some in the discussion were aware of the Good News Clinic, though it does not appear to be widely used by this group.  One woman said she had tried to access a dentist there, but dental services were limited.

Safety & Security

It is clear that issues of safety and security are prominent worries in this group.  Gang activity, evidenced by graffiti on homes and buildings in their neighborhoods are very upsetting.  One woman said even a children’s center was marked with gang graffiti.  Four in the group reported they had personally seen gang activity in their neighborhoods.  There is fear that if they report gang members to police, the gangs will retaliate and harm their homes or families.

Issues of safety are a hot issue with this group.  For example, one woman who has lived in Hall County two years said she does not feel safe in her neighborhood.  She is afraid to let her children play outside. She saw a youth pull out a gun one day and reported it to police, but the police did not do anything.  She is now trying to move.

Another in the group said the Wal-Mart is no longer a safe place to go.  A third woman said her apartment complex is an increasingly violent place.  There has been a murder there, frequent fights and an attack on a blind woman.

This is not to say that all in the group feel unsafe.  While still concerned with issues of safety, most feel safe at home and believe their children are safe at play.  There appears to be some relationship between length of residence in Hall County and feelings of safety.  Those who were most outspoken about their fears have been in Hall County two years or less.

Comments from this group support the observations of the Hispanic Leadership Committee’s that there are mixed levels of trust of police among many Latinos.  Several in this group reported police are visible and responsive to their calls, while others said police seem disinterested or nonresponsive to their calls.  One woman said she had been encouraged by police not to call.

Community Connections

One way many in this group establish Community Connections is through their children and schools.  Eight of those in the group reported having children.  Six reported having children under the age of 13.

Those with children are very interested in the quality and content of their children’s schools.  Appraisal of school performance by the group was positive overall.  Some expressed appreciation for the extra help children of immigrants get at school.  Others expressed support for school uniforms.

Some in the group said that there are sharp differences in the schools, depending on where one lives in Hall County.  Some of the schools—Johnson High School was mentioned—were reported to be dirty and poorly maintained.  Others—Flowery Branch and Chestatee—were described more favorably.

Difficulties with the schools seem to stem from what may be cultural differences and different perspectives on what schools should emphasize.  For instance, several parents in the group expressed disappointment that physical education is not a higher priority, especially for older students.  It was noted that physical education requirements stop in the 9th grade.

Several parents in this group expressed concern that their children are being negatively molded by an American youth culture that promotes entertainment over work, sex, violence and lack of respect for traditional values.  A number of parents, including the one father in the group, expressed similar concerns.  These parents seem to struggle to reinforce the values of their native countries among their children.

One woman said that children no longer respect adults.   Another worried that a Columbine-like incident could occur in Hall County.  

Views of the Future

Members of this group express hope and optimism for their children, but express less hope about their own futures.  The majority sentiment among these adults seems to be that they are sacrificing their lives to provide a better future for their offspring.

Yet that optimism for children is tempered by concerns over gangs, drugs, violence and declining morality.   Parents in the group see their children as a legacy, yet feel that legacy is being threatened in ways they are ill prepared to resist.

One woman in the group expressed worry about the war in Iraq, a comment that brought many agreeing nods from others.  Most, if not all, were worried about how war would affect their futures.

There is optimism that Hall County is working to make life better.  Most in the group said they feel welcome living here.  Most said they feel they have opportunities in north Georgia they could never have in their native countries.  Said one participant, “The people who run Hall County are doing a good job.”

Voices From South Hall County

South Hall Discussion Group

6 Participants

Overview of the Group

This small group met in the Common Grounds coffee shop in Flowery Branch.  It included some prominent residents of South Hall, including members of the Flowery Branch city government, the director of a Hall County agency and two officers in the area homeowners association.  As might be expected, those in this group are well informed of issues affecting the southern part of Hall County.  

There were four men and two women in the discussion, most of them of retirement age.  In fact, most in the group are already retired or semi-retired.  They selected the lakeshore areas of South Hall County for their retirement homes.  One younger resident of about age 30 to 35 also participated.  All participants were white.

Four of the six in the group are relative newcomers to Hall County, having moved there from Atlanta. They were attracted to South Hall by the lake and other quality of life attributes such as cleaner air, less traffic and attractive, upscale neighborhoods.

Priority Issues Affecting Life In Hall County

Most in the group see South Hall as an area struggling to cope with its growth and success.  Many in the group fear that the quality of life that attracted them to the area will diminish if growth is not managed effectively.

They also worry about property values.  A priority concern seems to be that new housing construction meet certain minimum standards so that property values will not be diminished by low cost housing developments.  It was noted that in order for South Hall to generate enough property tax to pay for necessary infrastructure, new home values have to be at least $225,000.

Development of infrastructure and services like fire protection, police, libraries and schools are a high priority in this group.  There is concern that schools are running out of space.  There is also concern that taxes for existing residents will rise too much if county leaders do not manage growth well.  To those in this group, managing growth well means restricting development of housing that attracts lower-income residents, who need more infrastructure but do little to increase the tax base.

Health Care Issues

Most in this group have few personal problems accessing health care services.  They are older, upper income, insured and welcomed by most health care providers.  

This is not true, however, for one member of the group who was laid off from a job in 2002.  This participant said he found health insurance to be unaffordable, even for a middle class income earner.

It was noted that there are many middle and low income families in South Hall now, and struggles to afford health coverage and medical care are common.  Most of these families work, so they make too much money to qualify for Medicaid.  Yet they don’t make enough to purchase health insurance at work or on their own.  

All in the group are aware that the upscale demographics of South Hall make it attractive for health care providers.  They support efforts by Northeast Georgia Health System to build a new medical campus in South Hall.  One in the group also noted the Longstreet Clinic and other physicians have opened offices in South Hall.  All of this is seen as welcome development.

It was noted that transportation to health care and other essential services is already a need in South Hall and could become an emerging critical issue as the population ages.  There is little or no public transportation active in the community now.  One participant opined that churches could be a partial solution to the transportation problem by providing transport for needy elderly.

This group does see a need for increased access to wellness services and preventative services for people living in South Hall.  New medical construction may help fulfill these needs.  It was noted a wellness center for seniors is now open in Chicopee.

Safety & Security Issues

The quiet, pastoral qualities of South Hall translate to a heightened sense of safety and security.  Participants in this group feel safe, but they don’t take the feeling for granted.

For example, one participant noted the newspaper publishes a weekly list of arrests and the number seems to be growing.  Another said there has been an increase in home break-ins in South Hall in recent months.

Those in this group do believe their police and elected officials are doing a good job to address crime and protect the community.  The Sheriff was singled out for praise.  One person noted the Sheriff is visible in the community, that he has met with homeowners groups and that his officers are highly professional.  Another in the group expanded on these comments to say he is impressed with Hall County employees in general.  They are hard working and ethical.

An issue of security and safety important to this group is water quality.  One participant called the situation a “water war” and said there are seven sewage treatment plants already discharging waste into Lake Lanier, and that Gwinnett County wants to dump even more.  There are citizen groups working to stop new water treatment discharges into Lake Lanier.

Another participant noted that water runoff from construction areas and paved developments is an even greater water quality issue.  Large developments of large homes on small lots will increasingly threaten lake quality.  One participant noted that developers have built private water treatment plants that will likely deteriorate over time and then be handed over to government to fix.

Community Connections

A key topic of discussion was whether those living in South Hall consider themselves to be residents of Hall County or residents of greater Atlanta.  Clearly there are multiple perspectives on this question, but the consensus of the group was that those who move to South Hall from Atlanta are more likely to see themselves as connected to Atlanta, not necessarily to Hall County.  One man described South Hall as “Buckhead North.”

All four of the six in the group who moved to Hall County from Atlanta said that their professional and social lives continued to focus on Atlanta after they moved, at least for a while.  Two forces led them to become more involved in Hall County—concern over growth and need for health care.

Two in the group said that after moving to South Hall it became too inconvenient to continue to seek medical care in Atlanta.  They transferred to doctors in Gainesville, which in turn led them to reorient other interests toward Gainesville.  One member of the group became one of the early patients in the new Ronnie Green Heart Center.

This group of civically active citizens stays plugged into the news of Hall County by reading the Gainesville Times, as well as the Atlanta Journal Constitution.  They claim to be well informed of Hall County politics, business and other news, but admit they may not represent the norm in South Hall.

Participants in this group are highly plugged in to life in South Hall, however—serving in the homeowners association and volunteering at church and for other civic causes.

Views of the Future

When this group looks to the future, they tend to see it in terms of the issue that means the most to them—managed growth.  As one participant put it, “If we can just control what gets built here, we’ll be all right.”  

Schools are important.  This group wants to see school growth to support the growing numbers of families moving to South Hall.  They would also like to see a library.  One woman observed that the Hall County library system has 1.2 books per person in the county, a ratio that is well behind other counties.

Traffic is worrisome to this group, but they anticipate road improvements to handle increasing traffic.  They see traffic as a problem, but a manageable one.

Finally, this group looks forward to the development of health care facilities in their part of the county.  They see new doctors offices and medical services increasing the quality of life for older residents of South Hall.  The new facilities will also have a favorable impact on transportation problems.

Observations From The Focus Groups

Community Priorities

A review of the eight focus groups reveals some common priorities that stretch across demographic and geographic differences.

· Safe and structured activities for youth and children are a priority.  Multiple groups expressed concern about youth on the streets and too little access to recreation or after-school activities.

· Access to clean, safe parks for Hall Countians of all ages is a priority.  There seems to be a special desire for parks that can be accessed from lower-income areas by walking.  Inexpensive places for family reunions are also an apparent need in the African American and Latino communities.

· Transportation is a growing need, especially for the elderly and those in rural areas.

· Worries about pollution, be it air quality, water quality, sewage runoff or industrial discharges, surfaced in virtually every group.  Many in the groups also worry about losses of green spaces.

· The need for churches to be greater resources for community action came up in multiple groups.  Those in the groups would like to see churches provide more social services to youth and elderly and work to break down cultural barriers.

· Older Hall Countians are most concerned about traffic.  Worries about the growth of traffic were a priority in every group dominated by older participants.

Health Care Issues

· Access to essential health care services does not seem to be a major issue in any group.  Though some reported difficulty finding a doctor, no one in the groups reported being denied care or being unable to find care when needed.  Whether by private physician, emergency department or free clinic, meeting basic health care needs seems a low priority.

· The cost of care, however, especially the cost of prescription medications and the cost of insurance premiums, is a high priority.  A significant number in these groups feel priced out of the opportunity for health insurance.

· There seem to be continued opportunities to improve access to health care among Latinos and immigrants by providing better education and information on services and benefits.  Confusion or lack of awareness could be keeping many Hispanic Hall Countians away from available resources.

· Language and cultural differences remain a significant issue in Latino interaction with health care services.  Many Latinos may not understand health care instructions.  Others feel intimidated by the health care system and stay away until problems become acute.

· Physician office employees, perhaps more than physicians themselves, influence satisfaction with physicians.  The elderly, Latinos and African Americans all described encountering perceived bias in the doctor’s office, not from the doctors, but from their staffs.

· Youth know the basics of healthy living, but do not necessarily practice them.  There seems to be little emphasis on physical fitness for youth once they reach a certain age.

· Marijuana is no longer defined as a drug and its use does not seem to carry a social stigma among many youth.

Safety & Security Issues

· Dealing with gang activity is a part of everyday life.  Some fear it, while others merely observe it as a symptom of the times.  Youth seem to view gangs as part of the fabric of youth culture—as normal as the school baseball team.  Many youth are quick to defend the “so-called gangs” as mere clubs or associations.  Fear of gangs seems most pronounced among Latinos.

· It appears that male youth are most likely to express fear of getting beaten by gangs or being bullied at school.  All such problems in the groups were voiced by male youth.

· There are mixed views of the role and reliability of police depending on who you are and where you live.  Those in South Hall are most likely to praise the police.  Latinos are most likely to express distrust of police.  Most youth express mixed views.  There appear to be some basic issues of trust and fairness that influence attitudes toward law enforcement.

· Most feel safe in their homes and in the community.  Those least likely to feel safe seem to be immigrants who have lived in Hall County only a few years or less.
Community Connections

· While virtually every group sees racism in the county, few see it as a major current issue.  Those who are older, who lived through the era of Black struggle for civil rights have a different view, however.  They are more likely to see the cause and effects of “hidden racism” in the community.

· There seems to be little interaction between the races in social settings.  At school, at the Boys Club/Girls Club, and even at the programs for seniors, separation by races seems to be the natural and accepted order.  This seems especially true for Latino youths.

· Those living in South Hall who have moved to the county in recent years are more likely to see themselves as residents of metro Atlanta, not Hall County.  Health care services, schools and churches help provide essential connections to the community for these newcomers.

Views Of The Future

· Based on the focus groups, Hall Countians appear to be optimistic about the future.  They see the county growing and have hopes for a brighter future.

· Worries over the war in Iraq were on the minds of most focus group participants.  Yet they expressed a great deal of optimism about their community locally.

· There are concerns about management of growth, especially in the affluent South Hall area and in the lower-income areas like South Gainesville.  South Hall wants to protect their property values and fund infrastructure.  Those in South Gainesville want to see the development of grocery stores and drug stores and single-family housing.  Similarly, those in Latino communities want to see the development of safe, quality housing with sidewalks and play areas.

· There is common concern about youth and a perceived loss of respect for traditions and elders, and what this might mean for the future.

For More Information Contact:
Bill Stiles, President

Stiles Healthcare Strategy, Inc.

119 Hilldale Drive ( Chattanooga, TN 37411

bstiles@stilesstrategy.com
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