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Community Partnerships
Taking Action for Health Equity
Southside Ypsilanti

The Southside Ypsilanti area, north of I-94 and south of Michigan Ave., is home to many
neighborhoods, schools, churches, and a history that’s unique from other parts of Ypsilanti. In
the early twentieth century, Southside Ypsilanti was home to a thriving business district with
several Black-owned businesses along Harriet Street.1 In the 1940s, the community grew, in
part, due to people migrating from the South seeking employment at the Willow Run Bomber
Plant. Then, the Southside was one of the only places people of color could buy homes due to
discriminatory housing practices.2 Southside Ypsi has been home to many African American
families for generations and has maintained a strong community identity through events like
the Black Arts Fesitval, which helped inspire today’s Parkridge Summer Festival and Joe Dulin
Community Day (a.k.a. SummerFest).
Since it opened in 1945, the Parkridge Community Center has been one of the Southside’s
strongest assets. Parkridge provides a number of different recreational and educational
programs and activities for youth and families. The Center’s staff, alongside dedicated
community advocates, have kept it going and growing over the years. In partnership with
Parkridge, the Washtenaw County Health Department has been able to build relationships and
work with residents to better understand health-related issues and ways to improve health on
the Southside.
1. The Ypsilanti Black Heritage Project: https://gisappsecure.ewashtenaw.org/public/hp/blackypsilanti/
2. Washtenaw County Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing: https://www.washtenaw.org/724/Affirmatively-Furthering-Fair-Housing-AF

Community Health Conversations
In 2016, Parkridge Community Center, Eastern Michigan University and the Health
Department held a community conversation focused on African American health. The
purpose of the event was to collaborate with Southside community members on identifying
priority health concerns and brainstorming possible solutions. The conversation was
facilitated and led by Cherisa Allen, a longtime resident and Parkridge staff member.
Residents talked about a number of
different topics, including mental health,
physical health, neighborhood safety, and
transportation. Residents also shared
ideas for improving health, such as hiring
local youth to provide services and
increase social connections with
seniors, and organizing community
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with group fitness activities.
Two of the most frequently mentioned issues were:

Access to health services and information
Access to healthy, affordable food.
The Health Department heard similar feedback at a 2017 focus group that was part of a
maternal and child health-focused assessment. Seven residents from Southside Ypsi
and West Willow participated and talked about the need to strengthen access to
affordable healthcare and childcare, invest more resources in local parks, and improve
access to quality food distributed at local food banks

Parkridge Community Garden
In the spring of 2018, Washtenaw County Health Department
and Parkridge staff discussed ways to put ideas from
previous community health conversations into action. They
recognized an opportunity to support the Parkridge
Community Garden in helping to address the lack of healthy,
affordable, locally grown food. Parkridge and Health
Dpartment staff met with Ypsi-area gardeners Noah Rucker,
Jasper Gary-Bey, and Melvin Parsons, all who had past
experience managing the Parkridge Garden and had the
passion and expertise to make the project work. Three
planning meetings were held to discuss logistics and ways
everyone could help increase community involvement in the
Garden and bring healthy food to people in the neighborhood.
Mini-grant funds from local partner organizations were used
to purchase supplies, including new fencing, tools, and other
supplies needed to expand the garden. Extended rows of
collards, kale, peppers, tomatoes, eggplant and other
vegetables were created, along with new raised beds for
growing herbs. Coolers full of fresh produce from the Garden
were handed out to people at Parkridge SummerFest, where
over 30 Southside residents filled out surveys providing
feedback about what they envision for the future of the
garden.

Moving Forward
Mental Health & Social Support
Washtenaw County Health Department continues to
partner with residents and Parkridge Community Center
staff on Southside Ypsilanti health initiatives. In recent
months, partners have been focused on improving youth
mental health and social support. Some new community
efforts are already underway. In the summer of 2019,
community partners Cherisa Allen and Jennifer Green put
together a “Self-Care on the Southside” project to connect
with youth at the “Meet Me At Second Base summer
baseball program led by Second Baptist Church of
Ypsilanti. They distributed over fifty bags filled with selfcare items like arts and crafts, games, healthy snacks, and
cards with information about new resources available
through Washtenaw County Community Mental Health.
Building on these efforts, Southside partners are planning
a Women’s Heath Expo and #MentalHealthMatters Day at
Parkridge Community Center to take place in early 2020.

If you’d like to learn more and get connected, please contact Cherisa Allen
at cherisaallen@gmail.com and Jennifer Green at jgreen@miunified.org.

Growing Garden
Things are continuing to blossom at the Parkridge
Community Garden too. Noah Rucker and Jasper Gary-Bey
are continuing to manage the Garden, host economic
empowerment classes, and invite people to volunteer and
grow healthy food. Rucker is also partnering with CORY
(Cooperative ORchard of Ypsilanti) to expand an existing
youth community garden at their site on Jefferson St.
The mission of the Parkridge Community Garden is to
develop a beautiful and nurturing space where we connect
our community to healthy nutritious food.

If you’re interested in supporting the Parkridge Community Garden, please
contact Noah Rucker at starsixent.photo@yahoo.com.
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