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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:

As the number of food recalls and food related illnesses and deaths have increased nationwide, residents concerns of food safety has grown locally.  In the last year, food complaints have risen due to the increased number of food recalls and threats to the nation’s food supply.  A competent, qualified public health workforce that can provide assurances of a safe food supply has become increasingly more important for consumers. 

Municipalities in suburban Cook County are home rule communities, governed by the Illinois constitution and its village ordinances.  Since their inception, municipalities have established and monitored their own food programs without reliance on the County.  But increased threats to food safety and pressure from a law that has been on the books for years, has resulted in the need for CCDPH to take a good look at the safety of retail food establishments throughout the County. 
In 2002, the Illinois Environmental Health Practitioners Act (225 ILCS 37/1) became law, requiring that persons practicing environmental health must: 

1. be a licensed environmental health practitioner; or 

2. be under the supervision of a licensed environmental health practitioner or licensed professional engineer.  

In the last 2 years, the Illinois Division of Professional Regulation (IDPR) has stepped up its enforcement of this law, citing many municipalities throughout the State of Illinois, including several in Cook County.  This has prompted the municipalities to look to CCDPH for guidance on complying with the law.  

INTRODUCTION/BACKGROUND:

The jurisdiction of the Cook County Department of Public Health (CCDPH) can be characterized by its size and diversity.  It consists of suburban Cook County, Illinois, outside of the City of Chicago and exclusive of the suburban communities of Evanston, Skokie, Oak Park and Stickney Township.  CCDPH’s region is populated by over 2.3 million persons in 125 incorporated municipalities, ranging in population from less than 250 to more than 80,000.  These residents live in an area of nearly 900 square miles divided into four Districts – North, West, Southwest and South.  There is much economic diversity in the region.  In some suburban communities, primarily in the North and West Districts, less than 5% of the population is below 200% of the federal poverty level, while other communities, primarily the South and Southwest Districts, have over 60% of its residents in this income bracket.  Furthermore, median household incomes vary widely, ranging from over $200,000 in the north suburb of Kenilworth to a low of $17,500 in south suburban Ford Heights.  

Although its jurisdiction includes 125 incorporated municipalities, the majority of the enforcement power of the environmental health unit at the CCDPH is in the approximately 13% unincorporated areas of the County.  For this reason, the food program operates 2 separate programs – the Retail Food Establishment Sanitation Ordinance, which gives CCDPH enforcement authority in the unincorporated areas of the County, and the Intergovernmental Agreement Program, a contract between CCDPH and 35 municipalities within the County to provide food inspection services to any establishment that has food service on its premises.

Since the North District has more resourceful, affluent communities, most municipalities in these districts either have trained, licensed public health staff to conduct food service inspections or they contract with CCDPH to provide those services.  In comparison, fewer municipalities in the South and Southwest Districts have the resources to hire licensed, trained staff or to contract with CCDPH.  This has resulted in food service inspections being conducted by untrained staff or, in some cases, not at all, resulting in a gap in services to the residents of the County.    Of the 125 municipalities in the jurisdiction of CCDPH, approximately 60% are in compliance of the state law.  
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Problem Statement: 

With increasing threats to food safety, approximately 40% of the municipalities in suburban Cook County do not have licensed, qualified staff to conduct inspections of retail food establishments. 

Behavior over Time Graph:

Over time, threats to food safety have increased.  As a result, public concern increases as residents become more aware of food safety issues due to recalls and food related illnesses nationwide.  Licensed qualified staff needed to assure food safety remains steady, but limited.  Implementing a plan to address this problem, over time, will improve confidence in retail food service staff and health inspectors to assure food safety.

Shifting the Burden Archetype:  
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10 Essential Environmental Health Services:

This project seeks to fulfill five (5) of the 10 essential environmental health services:

1. Monitoring Health Status to Identify Community Health Problems:  As CCDPH does not have the resources to provide direct services for retail food establishments, there will be a need to identify community assets and resources that would support the local public health system (LPHS).

2. Mobilize Community Partnerships to Identify and Solve Health Problems:  Realizing that CCDPH is limited in resources, this project will require that we identify and work with stakeholders who contribute to and benefit from public health services.

3. Develop Policies and Plans that Support Individual and Community Health Efforts:  For years, local municipalities have been allowed to self-monitor their performance in terms of food safety and protection.  This project seeks to provide more of a presence by CCDPH at the local level.  There may also be the need to develop a local ordinance.

4. Enforce Laws and Regulations that Protect Health and Ensure Safety:  A goal of this project is to educate the local municipalities to ensure compliance with the State law.
5. Assure a Competent Public and Personal Healthcare Workforce:  Another goal of this project is to maintain public health workforce standards by ensuring that environmental health staff is licensed to perform to the work they are doing.
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Figure 1: Osaki, Ten Essential Public Health Services
National Goals Supported 

1. This project supports Objective 38 (Healthy Communities) of the CDC’s Health Protection Goal of Healthy People in Health Places; to promote safe and high-quality air, water, food and waste disposal and safety from toxic, infectious, and other hazards, in communities.  It also supports the Healthy People 2010 Objective 10, Food Safety, by ensuring that health inspectors are qualified and trained to improve the behaviors and food preparation practices of retail food employees that directly relate to foodborne illnesses in their establishments.

2. This project supports Goal V of the National Strategy to Revitalize Environmental Public Health Services, Develop the Workforce.  It does this by ensuring that health inspectors or those supervising them are trained and licensed to perform inspections of retail food establishments.  It also ensures that they are kept up to date on issues involving food safety, as licensure requires that continuing education credits are obtained yearly.  

3. This project supports two (2) of the competencies listed under Communication:  C-1 Education and C-2 Communication.  Licensed and trained staff is more apt to remain abreast of changes in regulations and issues surrounding food safety.  As a requirement of licensure in the State of Illinois, they will also seek continual learning opportunities.  Trained staff will also be better suited to speak on issues regarding food safety. 

Logic Model: Assuring a Qualified Workforce in Suburban Cook County, IL
Goal: To ensure food safety and prevent food related illnesses in Suburban Cook County, IL

PROJECT OBJECTIVES/DESCRIPTION/DELIVERABLES:
Program Goal:  To ensure food safety and prevent food related illnesses in suburban Cook County

Health Problem:  Approximately 40% of the municipalities in the County do not have health inspectors who are licensed and/or supervised by licensed staff to conduct inspections of retail food establishments.  This is a violation of state law and a threat to food safety throughout the County.  

Outcome Objective

By January 2010, all persons performing environmental health inspections in suburban Cook County are licensed and/or supervised by licensed staff.  

Determinant

Increased knowledge of food safety and improved food preparation practices by retail food employees and health inspections are conducted by persons who are licensed as environmental health practitioners (LEPH) or are supervised by an LEHP or licensed professional engineer (PE) 

Impact Objective

By June 2009, the environmental health services unit of the CCDPH will have engaged local partners to begin assessing the needs and resources of local municipalities to assure a workforce knowledgeable and capable of addressing food safety issues throughout the County.

Contributing Factors

1. While CCDPH has the intergovernmental agreement program, the agency does not have the resources to contract with additional municipalities. There are currently 15 on the waiting list.

2. Some municipalities may be unaware of the state law requiring licensure of staff conducting health inspections.  

3. Some municipal staff currently conducting health inspections do not meet the educational requirements to become an LEHP.

4. Municipalities may lack the resources to hire licensed staff to conduct health inspections.

5. There is a lack of trust among some municipalities and County government.

6. CCDPH has allowed un-licensed CCDPH staff to work part-time as environmental health inspectors in other municipalities.

Process Objectives

1. A task force, both internal and external, comprised of state and local stakeholders, will need to be established to assess the problem, work toward a solution and develop a timeline for compliance.

2. Existing County ordinance may need to be updated to include license requirement and be made applicable to all of suburban Cook County.

METHODOLOGY:

When this project began, it was focused on developing a sustainable food program in the southern portion of suburban Cook County where there are fewer resources and less knowledge of food safety issues.  In working through the systems thinking process, it was found that there were problems that extended beyond the southern portion of the county.  

The original proposal to this problem was to assist local governments by developing a county-wide training program to train municipal staff in food safety, the importance of safe food handling and how to properly perform a food inspection.  As the project developed, additional information revealed that a training program would not be possible, as many of the local municipalities are in violation of state law and knowledge of this would require the agency to either turn in the violators or condone it.

State law requires that environmental health inspections be performed by or under the supervision of licensed staff.  It was found that approximately 40% of the municipalities in suburban Cook County do not meet this requirement.  Furthermore, several CCDPH staff, who are not licensed, are employed part-time as health inspectors for local municipalities, another violation of state law.  Unfortunately, there are complex barriers that make it difficult for some local municipalities to meet the requirements.

In March 2008, there were 248 LEHP’s in the entire State of Illinois.  Some of these are retired staff or others who have left the field of public health, but want to keep their licenses active.  Educational qualifications and the examination to become an LEHP are difficult for some municipal staff to attain.  In addition to a bachelor’s degree, there is a minimum number of science credits required.  Also, a shrinking public health workforce, especially environmental health staff, due to budget cuts, is not attracting many college students to the field.

It is hopeful that through this process of systems thinking, CCDPH, in collaboration with its stakeholders will provide a plan that assures the residents of suburban Cook County that the food they purchase is safe to eat, free of toxins that will cause illness, prepared by knowledgeable retail food establishment employees and inspected by licensed, trained professionals.  

NEXT STEPS/EXPECTED OUTCOMES:

1. Establish internal food safety task force to begin needs and resource assessment of CCDPH and local municipalities

2. Form external food safety task force, comprised of stakeholders, to outreach to local municipalities, increase awareness and importance of food safety, develop a work plan to address food safety in suburban Cook County and establish a timeline for compliance of state law

3. Improve relationship between local municipalities and the County

4. Review and update current Cook County food ordinance

5. Improve food safety, increase knowledge and improve behaviors of retail food establishment employees throughout suburban Cook County

LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES:

LaTrice Porter-Thomas

Being a part of EPHLI has been a tremendous learning experience for me.  The coaches and mentors I have had the pleasure of working with have been instrumental in assisting me on my road to becoming a better manager, a better employee and a better person.  Through the personal assessments and coaching sessions, I have learned a lot about myself (some of which I knew, but didn’t want to admit) and how others see me.  It has inspired me to, not only work to improve my weaknesses, but also to capitalize on my strengths.

I cannot thank EPHLI enough for the many resources and opportunities it has provided me.  I don’t profess to be a systems thinking expert yet, but this experience has helped me to learn that if you just focus on the trees, you miss that the forest is in the shape of a heart.  Thanks EPHLI.
ABOUT THE EPHLI FELLOW

In May, 1993, LaTrice Porter-Thomas graduated from Purdue University with a bachelor’s degree in Environmental Health, majoring in Industrial Hygiene. LaTrice chose a career in public health and began working at the Cook County Department of Public Health (CCDPH) as a Sanitarian I.  She left CCDPH after 3 years for a very favorable offer of employment in the private sector. Her passion for public health, however, was unfulfilled in the private sector so she returned to CCDPH three years later to manage the newly created Indoor Air Quality (IAQ)/Toxicology Program. Over the years, this program has been instrumental in educating the residents of suburban Cook County and municipal staff on such IAQ issues as, environmental tobacco smoke, asthma, radon and mold, to name a few.  

In 2002, West Nile Virus (WNV) surfaced and proved to be a significant public health threat in Cook County.  LaTrice was assigned the lead in monitoring avian and mosquito activity throughout the County in order to gauge human risk.  As a result of the hard work and willingness to provide the leadership needed to ensure the success of this program, she was promoted to her current position as Environmental Quality Manager.  In addition to her above duties, this position also included supervision of the Childhood Lead Poisoning Prevention Program.  

In May, 2006, LaTrice graduated from the University of Illinois at Chicago (UIC) with a Master of Public Health in Environmental and Occupational Health Sciences.  While a student at UIC, she was awarded the Illinois Public Health Association Graduate Scholarship, the James P. Keogh Memorial Scholarship and the Michelle B. Neal Graduate Scholarship and co-authored a presentation, entitled Exposure Assessment for Metals in a Police Department Firing Range while Using Different Types of Ammunition, that was presented at the 2007 American Industrial Hygiene Conference and Exposition, held June 2-7, 2007 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  A copy of the abstract is posted at http://www.aiha.org/abs07/po129.htm.
LaTrice is a 2007 Alumni Inductee of Delta Omega National Honor Society and a member of Sigma Gamma Rho Sorority, Inc., a service organization whose motto is “Greater Service, Greater Progress”.  She currently holds Illinois state licenses as an Environmental Health Practitioner, a Lead Inspector/Risk Assessor and a Mosquito Pesticide Applicator.  

She is wife to a Chicago police officer, mother to a 6-year old son and stepmother to an 18-year old, college-bound, high school senior.
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Improved confidence in food safety & qualified staff (after intervention)





We’ve always done it this way.





How do we help everyone comply with the law? 
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Reliance on self-governing and self-monitoring by local municipalities





There is an increased threat to food safety, and non-licensed, unqualified staff conducts inspections of retail food establishments





Licensed staff conducting/supervising retail food inspections.
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CCDPH and municipalities have limited resources


Home rule municipalities


Need to improve relationship between CCDPH and municipalities


Dual employment of CCDPH staff











Are we contributing to the problem? 





Why can’t we get to the long-term fix? 
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Short Term & Long Term Outcomes, Impacts








Increased collaboration between partners





Improved relationships between County and municipalities





Increased awareness of the importance of food safety





Increase awareness of the state law requiring licensure





Compliance with the state law





Increased capacity of municipalities to conduct retail food inspections





Increased number of LEHP’s in the County and state





Increased knowledge of food safety by retail food establishment employees





Behavior changes in retail food establishment employees





Assurance of a safe food supply





Fewer complaints of food quality





Fewer foodborne illness investigations





Activities








Form an internal and external food safety task force





Internal and external meetings held 





Conduct needs assessment 





Conduct resource assessments





Review current food ordinance





Update food ordinance





Review needs and resource 
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Review requirement of state law





Address “trust” issues





Develop work plan & timeline for compliance





Outputs





Internal (CCDPH)





Identify problems in the food program that are a threat to food safety





Identify municipalities that are not in compliance of the state law





Understand reasons for non-compliance





Identify areas of the food ordinance that need to be updated





External (Partners)





CCDPH is seen as a technical resource to municipalities





Partnerships are developed





Stakeholders are part of the process





Increase awareness of the importance of food safety and complying with state law
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