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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:

All Americans face hazards posed by natural and man-made disasters.  We accept these risks and live in areas subjected to natural hazards like hurricanes and floods.  In addition to these hazards, man-made ones such as hazardous material incidents and terrorist acts can pose significant risks to public health.

Environmental health response actions focus on the consequences of a disaster and associated recovery activities following an incident.  Given the diversity and complexity of potential hazards, it is essential that a capable and confident work force be prepared to respond.  

This project focused on assessing whether or not Minnesota environmental health professionals (EHP) are prepared to effectively respond to an incident in their communities.  A two-pronged strategy was implemented addressing this question.  First, an electronic survey posing ten environmental health emergency preparedness questions was developed and transmitted to all registered environmental health professionals in the state.  Responses were collected during September 2008.  Second, an informational letter listing several credible web sites that focus on environmental health emergency preparedness was transmitted on October 28, 2008 to the same professionals who received the survey.

The following information summarizes findings from the survey.  

· Sixty-five (65) percent believe they are better prepared to respond to an incident today compared to one year ago.

· Eighty-seven (87) percent indicated they are either very or somewhat confident that they could respond effectively to environmental health issues associated with a disaster/emergency in their community.

· Fifty-four (54) percent stated they have received sufficient training to perform environmental health related roles and responsibilities if a disaster/emergency struck their community.

· Fifty-two (52) percent claim their agency has written environmental health emergency response procedures and has dedicated emergency equipment/supplies.

· Sixty-eight (68) percent stated they have established working relationships with other response partners.

· Seventy-three (73) percent indicated they have participated in environmental health related tabletops/exercises.

· Thirty-one (31) percent stated they were aware of environmental health emergency preparedness resources.

Even though survey results were positive and generally higher than the author expected, more work is needed to ensure that all working environmental health professionals are confident in their ability to respond to an incident in their community.

INTRODUCTION/BACKGROUND:

All Americans face hazards posed by natural and man-made disasters.  We knowingly accept this fact and live in areas routinely subjected to natural disasters such as hurricanes, tornados, floods and earthquakes.  In addition to these hazards, man-made or technological ones such as bridge failures, power outages, chemical releases, terrorist acts, and hazardous material incidents can also pose significant risks to public health.

In the event that a disaster strikes a community, there is uncertainty and confusion among many environmental health professionals (EHP) regarding how they will respond to an incident and what roles they would have during the response and recovery phases.  Many working professionals do not believe they have received adequate training or emergency equipment to respond to an incident. Some local health departments do not have a written environmental health emergency response plan.  The prevailing “climate” of uncertainty must be addressed in order to build staff capacity, and instill confidence in the individuals who comprise the environmental health profession.  

The profession faces new challenges in the 21st century such as global climate change and emergency preparedness.  These challenges must be viewed as opportunities for the profession to expand beyond traditional roles, which have focused on food, water, shelter and sanitation.  In 2004, environmental health staff from three local health departments in Minnesota collaborated on a grant application to the National Association of County & City Health Officials (NACCHO).  They recognized a strong need to address a gap between environmental health and emergency preparedness.  NACCHO approved the grant and the author has been actively working to bridge this information gap since 2004.  This project is a logical stand-alone extension of that on-going work effort.  

Problem Statement:

Why aren’t all environmental health professionals across Minnesota prepared to respond effectively to natural and man-made hazards since they pose significant risks to the general public?
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	Figure 1. Behavior Over Time Graph


Figure 1 illustrates that risks posed to the public by natural and man-made disasters/emergencies continue to increase, while the level of preparedness on the part of EHPs is also increasing, but not at a rate sufficient to fully address the risks.  The gap between the risk of a disaster and the level of environmental health expertise can be attributed to the following factors:

· limited and focused subject matter expertise due to the broad nature of the profession;

· confusion and uncertainty regarding roles and responsibilities during a response;

· a paucity of useful and practical training materials focusing on environmental health emergency preparedness, and 

· a lack of awareness of those training and educational materials.

However, recent actions by National Center for Environmental Health at CDC and the Twin Cities Metro Advanced Practice Center based in Minnesota have addressed several of these issues.
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	Figure 2. Causal Loop Diagram and Applicable Archetype:

Shifting the Burden


Figure 2 illustrates the Shifting the Burden Archetype used for this project.  It describes the problem, a quick fix to try and solve the problem, and a negative side effect or consequence to the quick fix.  It also poses long-term solutions to the dilemma faced by environmental health professionals across the country.  In this case, environmental health professionals are not prepared to effectively respond to a disaster/emergency.  To address this issue, they are sent to Incident Command System 100/200 training.  Unfortunately, the training does not directly relate or apply to environmental health professionals in a disaster/emergency situation.  Some managers may conclude that their staff have been trained which leads to a false sense of security.  Long-term solutions that will address the problem include the following actions: awareness of EH emergency preparedness training materials; established working relationships with other emergency responders; and a written environmental health emergency response plan. 

10 Essential Environmental Health Services:

Describe how your project seeks to enhance or fulfill one or more of the 10 Essential Environmental Health Services and/or the three (3) functions described in the IOM report:  assessment, policy development and assurance.
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Figure 3: Reprinted from CDC’s “National Strategy to Revitalize Environmental Public Health (1)
National Goals Supported 

10 Essential Environmental Health Services

This project addresses three of the 10 Essential Services of Environmental Health (2).

Essential Service #3: Inform, Educate and Empower – This project informed environmental health professionals working in Minnesota of three key, credible web sites that could help them increase their capacity to prepare for, respond to and recover from future incidents in their communities or across the country.  

Essential Service #5: Develop Policies and Plans – This project may be the impetuous for environmental health professionals to either develop a written environmental health emergency response plan for their community or review their existing plan and improve it by reviewing other documents.

Essential Service #8: Assure Competent Workforce – Ongoing threats posed by natural disasters (e.g., floods and tornadoes) and man-made hazards (e.g., bridge failure or biological terrorism) establish the need for an educated and well prepared environmental health workforce.  This project informed working professionals of three credible web sites that address and presents a number of resources focusing on environmental health emergency preparedness.  Those resources could be used to enhance their preparedness efforts.

CDC’s Health Protection Goals

CDC has developed four overarching Health Protection Goals (3).  This project supports one of those goals, which addresses People Prepared for Emerging Health Threats, and Objectives 69 and 70.  The focus of this goal is preparedness at national, state and local levels.  This project is directed at improving environmental health emergency preparedness efforts for municipal and county staff across the country.  A well prepared work force can save lives, prevent injuries and illnesses, and stabilize a situation.

National Strategy to Revitalize Environmental Public Health Services

The overarching goal of CDC’s strategy is to enhance and revitalize the system of environmental public health services in order to address the broad range of issues facing states and communities (1).  The strategy describes six goals that need to be achieved in order to accomplish the overarching goal.  By providing practical information to Minnesota registered environmental health specialists and collecting useful information from them through a survey, the project supports three goals.  First, the project supports goal number one (build capacity) because it will contribute to staff capacity for emergency preparedness through awareness of useful products and credible web sites.  Second, the project supports goal number three (foster leadership) because environmental health professionals will realize, while completing the survey, that they must develop and maintain strong working relationships with other professionals involved in emergency response activities. Finally, the project supports goal number four (communicate and market) because valuable emergency preparedness related information was conveyed to and shared with every registered environmental health specialist in Minnesota.  

Environmental Health Competency Project

The intent of this project was to identify and define core competencies that local environmental health practitioners need to be effective in their jobs.  Fourteen core competencies were agreed upon by the expert panel; they can be divided into the following three functions of an environmental health program: assessment, management and communication (4).

This leadership project fully supports the three primary functions of an environmental health department described above.  An environmental health professional needs to apply assessment, management and communication skills during their daily work and to a disaster or emergency.  To be effective, information gathering, problem solving and communication are essential competencies that every environmental health professional must demonstrate. 
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	Figure 4. Project Logic Model


PROJECT OBJECTIVES/DESCRIPTION/DELIVERABLES:
Program Goal:

To increase the capacity of Environmental Health Professionals to effectively respond to a disaster/emergency.

Health Problem:

Many Environmental Health Professionals are not adequately prepared to respond if a disaster or emergency strikes their community.  An ineffective or marginal response could contribute to illnesses, injuries or deaths within the affected population.

Outcome Objective:

By November 15, 2008, 50 % of Environmental Health Professionals working in Minnesota will be aware of one or more environmental health emergency preparedness training/educational resources.

Determinant:

The percentage of Environmental Health Professionals working in Minnesota who are aware of existing environmental health emergency preparedness resources.  

Impact Objective:

By November 15, 2008, 50% or more of environmental health professionals working in Minnesota have read over and become familiar with several environmental health emergency preparedness products.

Contributing Factors:

1. A lack of awareness by environmental health professionals working in Minnesota regarding emergency preparedness resources focusing on environmental health. 

2. No comprehensive, current repository of environmental health emergency preparedness resources.

3. Confusion and lack of confidence among environmental health professionals regarding roles and responsibilities and specific actions needed if an incident occurs in their community.

4. Lack of time and knowledge to prepare and test environmental health emergency response plans.

Process Objectives

1. By September 26, 2008, Minnesota environmental health professionals were contacted and asked a series of questions related to environmental health emergency preparedness.

Event: Survey Working EH Professionals

Activities:

· Research Survey Monkey

· Establish a small working group

· Develop 6 to 10 fundamental questions related to environmental health emergency preparedness

· Develop data base of contact people in Minnesota

· Draft cover letter

· Submit survey electronically

· Analyze and summarize results 

2. By October 28, 2008, all environmental health professionals in Minnesota were contacted and informed of several key web sites dedicated to environmental health emergency preparedness.

Event: Implement Awareness Campaign

Activities:

· Establish a small working group of knowledgeable EHP 

· Compile list of EH contacts

· Identify several key websites 

· Develop cover letter 

· Electronically transmit cover letter to EHPs in Minnesota

METHODOLOGY:

Events and Activities

Event: Awareness Campaign

Activities:

1. Established advisory group

2. Developed objectives for awareness campaign

3. Compiled electronic data base of contact information

4. Identified and reviewed select web sites

5. Selected key websites for awareness campaign

6. Developed cover letter and transmitted to target audience of 197 environmental health professionals in Minnesota

Event: Environmental Health Emergency Preparedness Survey

Activities:

1. Established advisory group

2. Selected commercially available survey instrument

3. Developed survey questions focusing on environmental health emergency preparedness

4. Compiled electronic data base of contact information for environmental health professionals working in Minnesota

5. Transmitted survey to 197 environmental health professionals in Minnesota

6. Evaluated survey results

RESULTS:

One hundred ninety-seven environmental health professionals in Minnesota received a copy of the awareness letter and the environmental health emergency preparedness survey.  

Ninety-five out of 197 or 48% of the environmental health professionals responded to the environmental health emergency preparedness survey.  The survey opened on Wednesday, September 3, 2008 and closed on Friday, September 26, 2008.  

The survey addressed 10 fundamental questions which measured an individual’s level of environmental health emergency preparedness.  To be specific, the survey included the following topics: 

· roles and responsibilities;

· training;

· dedicated equipment and supplies;

· relationships with other responders;

· environmental health emergency response plans;

· participation in tabletops or exercises;

· level of personal confidence;

· reasons for not being prepared;

· awareness of environmental health emergency preparedness resources; and

· whether or not people are better prepared today compared to one year ago. 

Table 1 presents each question and summarizes the responses for every one. 

	Survey Questions


	Responses

	
	Yes
	No
	I Do Not Know

	1. Do you know what environmental health related roles and responsibilities you would have if a disaster/emergency struck your community?
	64.9%
	22.3%
	12.8%

	2. Have you received sufficient training (e.g., ICS, hazmat) so you can perform your environmental health related roles and responsibilities if a disaster/emergency struck your community?
	54.3%
	36.2%
	9.6%

	3. Do you have dedicated equipment and supplies to perform your roles and responsibilities if a disaster/emergency struck your community?
	52.6%
	33.7%
	13.7%

	4. Have you established working relationships with other emergency responders in your community?
	68.4%
	27.4%
	4.2%

	5. Does your agency/organization have written, detailed environmental health emergency response procedures/protocols that specifically address environmental health hazards if a disaster/emergency struck your community?
	52.1%
	18.1%
	29.8%

	6. Have you participated in environmental health related tabletops/exercises with other response partners in and/or outside of your jurisdiction?
	72.6%
	24.2%
	3.2%

	7. Are you better prepared to respond to an incident in your community today compared to one year ago?
	65.3%
	17.9%
	16.8%

	8. Are you aware of any environmental health emergency preparedness resources that could improve your preparedness efforts?
	30.8%
	69.2%
	NA

	
	Very

Confident
	Somewhat

Confident
	Not

Confident

	9. Are you confident that you could respond effectively to environmental health issues associated with a disaster/emergency in your community?


	25.5%
	61.7%
	12.8%

	10. Please list any reasons that explain why you are not currently prepared to respond effectively to a disaster/emergency in your community?

	Top Five Responses
	Frequency of Response

	Inadequate/ lack of training
	9

	Not sure of role when responding
	5

	Lack of time
	4

	Limited resources ($) for training
	4

	Lack staff to respond/No written protocols
	3/3


CONCLUSIONS 

Even though the survey results are positive and generally higher than the author expected, more work needs to be done to ensure that all working environmental health professionals are confident in their ability and have the capacity to respond to an incident.  For example:

· Sixty-five percent (65%) of the surveyed environmental health professionals believe they are better prepared to respond to an incident today (Sept. 2008) compared to one year ago.  That critical mindset or confidence level is based on answers to the fundamental questions posed by the survey to working environmental health professionals in Minnesota.  Furthermore, 87% indicated they are either very or somewhat confident that they could respond effectively to environmental health issues associated with a disaster/emergency in their community.  

· Fifty-four percent (54%) stated that they have received sufficient training to perform environmental health related roles and responsibilities if a disaster/emergency struck their community.  Unfortunately, roughly 46% of the survey participants indicated that they have not received adequate training.  Relevant, practical and refresher emergency preparedness training should be mandatory for all working environmental health professionals.  The usefulness of ICS training and other courses must be pertinent to the emergency preparedness needs of working environmental health professionals.  

· Fifty-two percent (52%) of the respondents indicated that their agency has developed written environmental health emergency response procedures/ protocols and has dedicated equipment and supplies for a disaster/emergency.  Regrettably, 48% of those surveyed either do not have plans and equipment or do not know if their employer has them.  

· Sixty-eight percent (68%) of the survey participants stated they have established working relationships with other response partners.  Unfortunately, 32% of those surveyed have not made an effort to establish positive working relationships with other responders, which is critical to facilitate disaster response and recovery efforts.  

· Seventy-three percent (73%) indicated they have participated in environmental health related tabletops/exercises.  It is disappointing that 27% of the respondents have not participated in any tabletops or exercises.  On-going collaborative efforts fostered through tabletops and exercises with other emergency responders can also improve disaster response efforts.

· Thirty-one percent (31%) stated they were aware of environmental health emergency preparedness resources.  This meant that 69% of those surveyed were not aware of any environmental health emergency preparedness resources.  It is crucial to keep current with useful, up to date information and resources relating to environmental health emergency preparedness.

One goal for the profession is to maintain an educated and motivated environmental health work force regarding emergency preparedness.  It is essential that environmental health professionals have the resources to confront new issues, threats and challenges as they unfold in the future.  This can be accomplished by the following actions: offering readily accessible, relevant environmental health emergency preparedness training and materials; providing practical guidance documents that can serve as templates for local health departments; organizing interactive (i.e., in-person) training courses/seminars offered locally throughout the country, and establishing a national network of subject matter experts.  

LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES:

Brian R. Golob

During my participation with EPHLI, I tried to focus on the journey, not the destination.  It has been a great year of personal and professional growth, self-reflection and discovery.  I learned a great deal about myself after reading over and thinking about the results from the Myers-Briggs Report, the Skillscope Feedback Report, and my Change Style Indicator.  I am grateful that we were assigned mentors and had the chance to work with a personal coach. I enjoyed the curriculum and perhaps, most importantly, the opportunity to meet and get to know other environmental health professionals across the country.
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