
Blacks see gains in life expectancy

WASHINGTON — It is a bitter 
but basic fact in health research: 
Black Americans die at high-
er rates than whites from most 
causes, including AIDS, heart 
disease, cancer and homicide.

But a recent trove of  federal 
data offered some good news. 
The suicide rate for black men 
declined from 1999 to 2014, mak-

ing them the only racial group 
to experience a drop. Infant 
mortality is down by more than 
a fifth among blacks since the 
late 1990s, double the decline for 
whites. Teenage births, which 
tend to have higher infant mor-
tality rates, have dropped by 
64 percent among blacks since 
1995, faster than for whites.

Blacks are still at a major 
health disadvantage compared 
with whites. But evidence of  
black gains has been building 
and has helped push up the ul-
timate measure — life expec-
tancy. The gap between blacks 
and whites was seven years in 

1990. By 2014, the most recent 
year on record, it had shrunk 
to 3.4 years, the smallest in his-
tory, with life expectancy at 75.6 
years for blacks and 79 years for 
whites.

Part of  the reason has been 
bad news for whites, namely the 
opioid crisis. The crisis, which 
has dominated headlines — 
some say unfairly, given racial 
disparities — has hit harder in 
white communities, bringing 
down white life expectancy and 
narrowing the gap.

But there also has been real 
progress for blacks. The rate of  
deaths by homicide for blacks 

decreased by 40 percent from 
1995 to 2013, according to An-
drew Fenelon, a researcher with 
the National Center for Health 
Statistics, compared with a 28 
percent drop for whites. The 
death rate from cancer fell by 29 
percent for blacks over that pe-
riod, compared with 20 percent 
for whites.

“Blacks are catching up,” said 
Samuel Preston, a demographer 
at the University of  Pennsylva-
nia. “The gap is now the nar-
rowest it has been since the be-
ginning of  the 20th century, and 

Push 
for task 
force on 
opioids

A dentist by profession, 
Assemblyman Jim Wood, 
D-Healdsburg, knows a thing or 
two about pain and how to re-

lieve it.
So when 

he heard that 
A m e r i c a n s 
q u a d r u p l e d 
their consump-
tion of  pain-
killers between 
1999 and 2013, 
without a sim-
ilar increase 
in medical rea-
sons, he knew 
something was 

out of  whack.
However, he said, tackling 

the epidemic of  overuse and 
abuse of  prescription opioids is 
a complicated problem, one that 
has no “silver bullet” and will 
involve working with a number 
of  different health care-related 
and law enforcement groups 
and agencies.

“I’ve kind of  come to the con-
clusion that it’s an extremely 
complicated issue and there are 
many factors into how people 
become addicted, and how that 
addiction plays out in the long 
run,” Wood said.

With the aim of  bringing to-
gether key groups and agencies, 
Wood is now pushing for the cre-
ation of  a legislative task force 
with the authority to quickly 
come up with statewide strate-

Assemblyman wants 
state panel to study 
rising use of painkillers
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Gap between blacks, 
whites dips from 7 years 
in ’90 to 3.4 years in ’14

TURN TO LIFE » PAGE A2

New residents once 
homeless, now hopeful

A PLACE TO CALL HOME

The Palms Inn was converted into 
single-room occupancy lodging to 
house veterans and homeless people.
Under the project’s arrangement, 
residents pay 30 percent of their 
income for rent.
This year’s homeless count identified 
2,844 homeless people — an 8 percent 
decline since the previous year’s 
count. Homelessness among veterans, 
however, increased 27 percent over 
that period.
Of the 120 formerly homeless people 
who have moved into The Palms 
since February, 66 are veterans.
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A NEW BEGINNING: John Graham, 67, shown Friday in his room at The Palms, was homeless for 14 years and lived in a tent in Santa Rosa for much of that time.  
“I’ve been blessed, honestly,” he said. Graham helped plant and grow the flowers at left. 

Rex Bishop, one of  the first homeless 
veterans to move into The Palms Inn — 
a former motel now fully converted into 

permanent housing for homeless people — has 
only had his new room in Santa Rosa for two 
months, but he has already become an ambas-
sador for the project.

Bishop says receiving permanent housing 
restored his hope that he could make it. The 
Vietnam veteran became homeless last year 
when his longtime partner died and he could 
no longer afford his rent.

He began sleeping in his car, then depression 
set in. His health spiraled out of  control and he 
lost 40 pounds in just a few months.

“When Rudy died, my appetite died with 

him,” said Bishop, 64. “But since moving in 
here, the light inside me is burning brighter 
and brighter every day.”

Bishop is one of  about 120 formerly home-
less people who have moved into The Palms 
since February. The last resident moved in last 
week.

The transformation of  the former motel on 
a downtrodden stretch of  Santa Rosa Avenue 
into permanent housing is seen as a model in 
Sonoma County for addressing homelessness, 
especially among veterans.

The project provides each resident with a 
case manager and access to support services, 
including mental health care, substance abuse 
treatment and job training.

“We need to do more of  this in Sonoma 

Converted motel seen as a model for addressing homelessness
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“Since moving in here, the light 
inside me is burning brighter 
and brighter every day.”
REX BISHOP, The Palms Inn resident
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Kristen Bell

Stars ease 
stigma of 
mental issues

The interview is shown in 
black and white, as if  to warn 
viewers of  the serious business 
ahead. Bright, bubbly “Frozen” 
actor Kristen Bell is sitting 
across from YouTube show host 
Sam Jones. The four-minute 
video starts in mid-conversation 
because the interview has been 
trimmed down into short, vi-
ral-ready clips.

“I’m extremely co-depen-
dent,” Bell says, “I shatter a lit-
tle bit when I think people don’t 
like me. That’s part of  why I 
lead with kindness and I com-
pensate by being very bubbly all 
the time, because it really hurts 
my feelings when I know I’m 
not liked. And I know that’s not 
very healthy, and I fight it all the 
time.”

Bell reveals she started medi-
cation for her mental-health is-
sues at a young age.

“I still take it today and I have 
no shame in that, because my 
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