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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:

Orange County, located within a commutable distance of the New York City, has seen fairly rapid growth over the past few decades. Water supply & sewage disposal capacities, and air quality have been stressed at times to meet the increasing demands. Additionally, environmental regulations passed at the federal and state levels have resulted in a significant amount of unfunded mandates at the county level. County agencies have struggled to maintain adequate regulatory enforcement programs with diminishing resources. This has also lead to a lack of public confidence in the regulatory network that is intended to protect their health. One of the key issues that may help build public confidence which has often been overlooked is consumer education about environmental health issues. This has occurred primarily due to the lack of resources, but also due to all available time being expended on attempts to enforce regulations.

This project applied Systems Thinking to the existing regulatory process to determine how to build public confidence about their drinking water supplies. A review of the regulatory process revealed that mental models are in place that are shifting the burden and leading to short-term fixes which are consuming available resources and do not focus on effective education, one of the 10 Essential Services. This project determined that additional stakeholder feedback is necessary to sustain the learning process and continue future improvements to the education program to maintain its effectiveness. The initial step involved collecting basic information regarding the role of Environmental Health in Orange County and identification of the stakeholders.   The next step was to issue a pilot survey in order to obtain the feedback necessary to develop an effective, focused education program. It is expected that the concepts of this project will also be applicable to other Environmental Health programs. 

INTRODUCTION/BACKGROUND:

In New York, the various aspects of a comprehensive environmental health program are handled by the New York State Department of Health (NYSDOH) Central office in Troy, various regional NYSDOH offices across the State, the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (NYSDEC) with a main office in Albany and regional offices scattered across the State, County Health Departments, and local Municipal Code Compliance Departments. Some of the programs are that are administered by the NYSDOH and NYSDEC are due to those respective agencies obtaining primacy for regulations promulgated by the USEPA. The responsibility for each of these various agencies depends on their individual capacity and any local, more stringent codes that may have been adopted. For some situations there are Memorandums of Agreement between various State agencies including the Department of State, who oversees Code Compliance Departments, and the NYSDOH, and also between the NYSDOH and the NYS Department of Agriculture & Markets, who oversees grocery markets. In other cases individual County Health Departments may have contracts with their regional NYSDEC office to provide coverage for certain aspects of the work under NYSDEC regulations. The fragmentation of the regulatory network and diverse nature of rural and urban conditions across the State often leads to inconsistent application of regulations. It also creates frustration with those trying to comply with the increasingly complex nature of environmental regulations and causes confusion among both the regulators and those trying to comply. This can also lead to a lack of public confidence in the regulatory network that is intended to protect their health. 

Orange County, being located within a commutable distance of the New York City metropolitan area, has seen fairly rapid growth over the past few decades. Communities that were once primarily agricultural based have seen many farms become sprawling subdivisions. Surges in development have often occurred during good economic times with continued slower paced growth during down economic times. Water supply & sewage disposal capacities, and air quality have been stressed at times to meet the increasing demands. New York State is a home rule state, meaning that the local municipalities control how the land is used. Building moratoriums have been enacted at times by the local municipalities either because their utility infrastructure upgrades could not keep up with the growth rate, or simply to update their master plans or associated zoning regulations often due to public outcry. On the County level, the County Planning Department is primarily an advisory office for local planning boards, but the County has issued an Open Space Plan for the County to stress the need for proper regional planning. The initiatives that are promoted on a County level include terms such as “Smart Growth” and walkable communities, while suburban sprawl is discouraged. Unfortunately many residents of Orange County and those moving in have the dream of a home outside of a metropolitan region and they want their piece of land often with a home that may be referred to as a “Mcmansion”. Overall, this creates a basic conflict with the regional planning initiatives promoted by the County Planning Department and the local municipalities which often update zoning regulations that result in larger lot sizes in response to the outcry from local residents. This further promotes the sprawl that is discouraged by the County Planning Department. This type of zoning also makes it less viable to expand central water supply and sewage facilities due to the increased cost with less dense development covering more land. Additionally, this has lead to limited availability of affordable housing for the residents who work in the local communities.    

While over the past two decades we have experienced periodic difficulties in maintaining adequate resources to enforce environmental regulations, we are now seeing resources stressed on many levels. Utility infrastructures are aging in many communities; tax rates and energy costs have recently reached all time highs, levels of concern about environmental conditions in the community are increasing, all causing a significant strain on physical, personnel and fiscal resources. This is occurring in all aspects of our community from early to advanced educational institutions, all levels of government, private consultants, and the general workforce.   

Environmental regulations passed by the USEPA, NYSDEC or the NYSDOH often result in unfunded mandates at the County or local municipal level. Again, this affects both the local regulatory agencies and those needing to comply. The County & local agencies struggle to maintain compliance with diminishing resources. Unfortunately, the piece of the puzzle that is often overlooked is proper and adequate education. This occurs primarily due to the lack of resources, but also due to all available time being expended on attempts to enforce the regulations. 

The preceding paragraphs outline a broad systemic problem associated with the regulatory network in New York State and many other areas. In the following I will focus on the regulation of public drinking water supplies in Orange County since it is one of our primary workloads and interrelates with many other Environmental Health programs. It is also expected that an in-depth analysis of this particular issue may lead to an approach toward improving other environmental health programs.    

Problem Statement: “Why are we unable to build public confidence on the quality of their drinking water, despite our strong efforts to enforce increasing public water supply regulations?” 
· Building a Foundation for Change:
1) Who are the key stakeholders?


Federal Government Agencies:

· USEPA Region II


State Government Agencies:

· NYSDOH

· NYSDEC

County & Local Agencies (both governmental & non-governmental): 

· Orange County Dept. of Health

· Orange County Planning Dept.

· Orange County Water Authority

Orange County Residents

2) How do they see the benefits of change?  
In general, with a substantial education & awareness campaign there would be a significantly improved perception regarding the quality of the drinking water in Orange County. Consumers may also realize a cost savings due to decreased desire to purchase bottled water for consumption purposes or purchase in-home treatment equipment that is not necessary.

3) How do they see the costs of not changing? 
Due to ever increasing regulatory demands and aging infrastructure at many water supplies, the costs associated with providing safe drinking water that is in compliance with standards will continue to increase. These costs, however, tend to be minor in comparison with the unnecessary purchases bottled water and other beverages, or having in-home treatment installed. Since educated consumers expect to receive good quality drinking water at their tap, any increase in costs can easily be compared to the significantly higher cost associated with the purchase of bottled water or treatment equipment.  

4) Do the pre-conditions for change exist? 
The conditions are currently excellent for change due to increasing consumer awareness, the desire to preserve natural resources (packaging and transportation), and high energy costs. It is also anticipated that the 2008 Presidential election will result in the opportunity for significant change from the policies of the prior administration over the past 8 years.

5) What can we do to stimulate these conditions? 

· Initiate an awareness campaign by surveying all stakeholders and a representative portion of County residents to determine, first, if they know what is currently being done to assure the quality of their drinking water, and also to identify the most urgent concerns regarding the quality of their water supply. This will be done initially as a pilot survey to a smaller representative group (approx. 30) in order to get prompt feedback. 
· Initiate an education campaign focusing on the concerns identified in the survey 
· Create  focused collaborative groups that can provide the needed education at various levels
· Indicate how many of the concerns about drinking water quality today can be achieved without a substantial increase in expense and in some cases may actually save money
· Maintain availability as an educated agency to help address new & emerging concerns
6) Events that stimulate stakeholders’ concerns, curiosities, and aspirations

· Post September 11, 2001 concerns regarding ongoing terrorism risks such as bioterrorism and the general loss of security that we previously felt have had a significant impact on our world, including the safety of drinking water sources
· Increasing energy costs are changing the way we lead our lives
· Concerns regarding global warming are increasing our awareness of the global environment
· Local events such as weekly Farmer’s Markets, and annual Fairs & Festivals
· Local and County Planning forums discussing issues such as preserving open space, concerns regarding sprawl and the needs for sustainable growth & affordable housing
Key Variables and Change over Time Graph:

· Increasing Public awareness and concern about environmental health issues 

· With total available staff time held constant, the time available for public education decreases as time spent enforcing regulations increases

· Decreasing Public confidence on the quality drinking water 

· The credibility of the environmental health agency decreases over time

· Available funding decreases due to lack of public confidence and public outcry regarding high taxes along with other cost of living expenses increasing
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Although various education & training efforts are in place, they have not kept pace with the educational needs of our society today. Additionally, the existing educational programs do no adequately address all applicable levels of need on a comprehensive basis including political leaders, professional consultants, regulatory staff, and the general population. Proper and adequate educational efforts could help satisfy the desire for public awareness and address how we can attain the sustainable growth necessary to preserve our natural resources, including the protection of our drinking water sources.

Causal Loop Diagram:

Shifting the Burden
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The overall desire is to build public confidence on the regulatory agencies that are designed to protect their health & safety so that support for taking on additional initiatives can be obtained. The specific goal or vision of this focused analysis is building public confidence on the quality of their drinking water and reduce the desires, or in some cases perceived need, to purchase bottled water for consumption. In the past additional regulations are created by legislative bodies in response to public outcry regarding the quality of their drinking water. The significant regulatory burden has reduced the capacity of many regulatory agencies to perform comprehensive education programs.   

10 Essential Environmental Health Services:

This project can help to evaluate, monitor health, diagnose & investigate, educate, mobilize community partnerships, develop policies, and enforce laws, depending on the depth to which each of these services is considered applicable. 
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This project supports the CDC Health Protection Goals (http://www.cdc.gov/about/goals/default.htm), and meets one or more of the Healthy People 2010 Objectives (http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/about/otheract/hpdata2010/abouthp.htm).

This project also supports many of the following national goals or initiatives: 

National Strategy to Revitalize Environmental Public Health Services (http://www.cdc.gov/nceh/ehs/Docs/nationalstrategy2003.pdf) 

This project also recognizes the Environmental Health Competency Project: Recommendation for Core Competencies for Local Environmental Health Practitioners (http://www.apha.org/programs/standards/healthcompproject/corenontechnicalcompetencies.htm 


PROJECT OBJECTIVES/DESCRIPTION/DELIVERABLES:
Program Goal

To help build consumer confidence in their public drinking water supplies through education.

Health Problem

Inadequate consumer confidence in their public drinking water supplies.

Outcome Objective

Starting in 2009, the Orange County Health Dept. will seek alternative methods to help public drinking water supplies improve their consumer’s confidence.

Determinant

Existing consumer confidence reports do not adequately address everyone’s desire for safe drinking water.

Impact Objective

Starting in 2009, the Orange County Health Dept. will work more closely with the public water supplies to seek ways to improve the confidence of the public that they serve.

Contributing Factors

In addition to the normal reviews of CCR’s/AWQR’s, the Health Dept. will help the local water suppliers to effectively address their consumer’s confidence in their drinking water supplies. 

Process Objectives

To more effectively build consumer’s confidence regarding their drinking water supplies.

METHODOLOGY:

Events and Activities

As an initial event a brief survey has been initially sent out to a limited number of people in order to obtain feedback on both the method of obtaining results and to determine their representative opinions on their drinking water.

RESULTS:

Although it is very early in the process, it has been determined that with the right approach a significant amount of feedback can be obtained. The initial survey provided a significant amount of data regarding consumer’s views about their drinking water. Future demands can also be dealt with according to the responses received.

CONCLUSIONS:

It is too early in the process to determine a true conclusion, but it is apparent that the desired results can be obtained by continuing to evaluate the feedback from the consumers. 

LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES:

Edwin L. Sims

The self reflection has created a great desire to go beyond the normal call of duty. The curriculum presented, in addition to individual & future team development have been inspirational. The work of others has also generated a significant desire to achieve a level that was not previously considered realistic.

ABOUT THE EPHLI FELLOW

Ed Sims has worked for the Orange County Dept. of Health in Goshen, NY since April 1988, starting out as a Public Health Engineer. He obtained his Bachelor of Science in Engineering from Clarkson University in May 1984. Mr. Sims obtained his Professional Engineer’s license in New York in August 1991. He was promoted to a Senior Public Health Engineer later in 1991. He obtained his current position, as Director- Bureau of Sanitary Engineering/Principal Public Health Engineer, upon the retirement of Kenneth J. Mundy, P.E. in late 2002. Ed’s immediate supervisor, Matthias J. Schleifer, P.E., has been very supportive of his efforts to obtain a greater understanding of his role with the County Health Dept.  
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GOAL 





  How can MORE ATTENTION and resources be directed TO THE FUNDAMENTAL ISSUE and building internal capacity?





Improved Public    Confidence in quality of drinking water 





   How can we obtain additional resources for a comprehensive education program? 





   What else can we do to increase the public’s confidence in the quality of their drinking water?





Isn’t it safer to buy     bottled water ?





            











Legislators react to public outcry by creating more regulations
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   An evaluation of the true impact and need for new regulations must involve all stakeholders
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More efficient and effective public health system


Improved health of populations
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Increased confidence in drinking water quality 


Reduced unnecessary consumption of bottled water


Increased confidence in EH agency





Learning 


Increased cooperation and understanding among stakeholders


Increased communication between EH and consumers


Increased EH awareness regarding consumers knowledge & concerns


 




















Consumer Confidence in Drinking Water - Logic Model  


Goal: Improve consumers confidence regarding the quality of their drinking water





Implement improved approach toward building consumer confidence regarding their drinking water
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