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   The University of Nebraska Medical Center joined forces Wednesday with five
historically black schools and a community college, all in Virginia, to bring
more minority students to the Omaha campus.


   Under the new program, UNMC and Virginia Commonwealth University will provide
a variety of academic and research opportunities for minority undergraduate
students and faculty members.


   The partnership announced at a press conference in Richmond, Va., by UNMC
Chancellor Harold Maurer and others is expected to serve as a national model to
help overcome a shortage of minorities in the health care professions.


   "This shows how compassionate and visionary our leadership is, and I'm
delighted to be a part of that," said Dr. Rubens Pamies, vice chancellor for
academic affairs at UNMC.


   The program links UNMC and Virginia Commonwealth University's School of
Medicine in Richmond, where Maurer was a professor and chairman of pedia- trics
before coming to Nebraska.


   Both medical schools are trying to attract more minorities to health care by
collaborating with four-year institutions and community colleges.


   "This is a unique opportunity to improve diversity on our campus and in the
health professions, not only in Nebraska but beyond," Maurer said.


   Maurer said the medical center will create opportunities for minority
students and faculty to come to Omaha, where they can be mentored in an
"invigorating" setting.


   While one in eight Americans is black, fewer than one of every 20 dentists
and physicians is black, according to a 2002 report by the National Academies'
Institute of Medicine.


   Pamies said the program is an extension of what UNMC already has in place to
recruit minority students from several other colleges and universities.


   UNMC has struggled to keep its minority enrollment up. Sixty-one black
students attended school there last year.


   The new partnership -- called the Virginia-Nebraska Alliance -- could also
lead to federal grants intended to improve minority health.


   "This provides an opportunity to address one of the nation's greatest
problems, which is health disparities," Pamies said.


   Minority health care providers are more likely to practice in neighborhoods
where there is a major lack of access to health care, Pamies said.


   "The first thing is to increase the pool of qualified applicants," he said.


   The Virginia institutions whose minority students could gain experience at
the medical centers are:


   Hampton University in Hampton; Norfolk State University in Norfolk; St. Paul
's College in Lawrenceville; Virginia State University in Petersburg; Virginia
Union University in Richmond; and J. Sargeant Reynolds Community College in
Richmond.
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