A Case Study: 

The Downgrading of the Environmental Public Health Workforce in El Paso, Texas
2008-2009

 Environmental Public Health Leadership Institute Fellow(s):

 William John Wolff, M.P.H, M.P.A.
 Senior Environmental Scientist
 El Paso Electric Company
 P.O. Box 982
 (915) 543-5993 

 wwolff1@epelectric.com  
Mentor(s):

Roger Perales, M.P.H., R.S.
Faculty Associate, Department of Family and Community Medicine

Assistant Director, South Texas Environmental Education and Research (STEER)

UTHSCSA-Laredo Campus Extension

1937 E. Bustamante

Laredo, TX 78041

(956) 523-7419

peralesr@uthscsa.edu

[image: image1.jpg]» ’3

G

J

EPHLI

Environmental Public Health Leadership Institute






EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:

The environmental public health workforce in the United States has been a hot topic for some time now.  Various health and environmental public health agencies have conducted research on the environmental public health workforce to better understand the overall state of environmental public health in the United States of America.  The field of environmental public health is broad when compared to other types of professions and tend to have a workforce with various educational backgrounds other than environmental public health.  This hiring practice tends to weaken the overall field of environmental public health because these non-environmental public health hires do not leave the field of environmental public health and thus do not allow individuals with environmental public health degrees to enter the environmental public health workforce due to lack of vacancies.  This applies to the federal, state and local levels and affects most areas of environmental public health.  

The city of El Paso, Texas recently dissolved their agreement with the county of El Paso Texas to continue with the health district model to provide public health services to both the city and county.  With this dissolution, the City of El Paso created the department of Public Health to serve both the city and the county and other home rule municipalities in the area.  During the transition, all environmental health programs with the exception of food quality were to be transferred to the department of Environmental Services.  The thought process was to merge general code enforcement and environmental health to improve efficiencies and cost savings to the taxpayers.  Because the environmental health programs were being absorbed to another department, the city of El Paso Human Resource department downgraded the job descriptions from environmental health to more general “code enforcement” classification.  With this change in job classification, both programs could merge into one section.   

This case study will review how to identify future threats and measures to strengthen the environmental health profession.  The study will also discuss how this downgrading of environmental health could adversely affect the public due to decreased quality of environmental health services.  In addition, the study will also serve as a model with the anticipation to prevent this from occurring in the future to other public health departments.  

INTRODUCTION/BACKGROUND:

The creation of the El Paso City/County Health and Environmental District was created on July 1, 1933 with the adoption of an agreement between the city and the county of El Paso TX.  State law was soon enacted to make this agreement lawfully sound in the state of Texas.  An interesting note to this law was that to form the creation of a city-county health unit in any county containing a city had to have no less than 90,000 inhabitants and no more than 120,000 based on the preceding federal census.  At that particular time in the state of Texas El Paso was the only city meeting this requirement.  A board of health with seven members was created by the joint action of the city and county public policy makers which governed the new district.  The makeup of the board of health had to be at least three practicing physicians and one dentist.  The board of health was charged with administrative oversight of the health and environmental district including budget and supervisory powers. 
The funding of the district periodically changed over the years based on the inter-local agreement between the county and the city of El Paso and was based on the ratios of the city and county general fund budgets.  The ratio was normally 66 to 70 percent form the city and 34 to 30 percent from the county.  The El Paso City-County Health and Environmental District does not have the authority to raise taxes as a school district or hospital district might have.  In fiscal year 2007 the district budgeted $23.9 million with the city funding $5.4 million (23 percent); the county funding $1.9 million (8 percent); with the remaining $16.6 million (69 percent) coming from state and federal grants and user fees for public health services.    

The director and administrator presented to both the city and county policy makers the district’s budget presentation for Fiscal Year 2007 which went badly for the district’s leadership.  Questions were asked regarding the animal control program and why they have not fixed past deficiencies to that program.  The result of the presentation was that the budget was not passed by city and county policy makers.  On June 2006 the director of health terminated the public health administrator.  Once the public health administrator was terminated in June of 2006 the acting health director allowed city personnel to come in and ask questions on each specific program of the health and environmental district.  Soon after the director of health was forced to retire or be terminated by the policy makers. City staff acquired the information they needed to make a recommendation to the city manager on how to absorb the health and environmental district.

The local health district was dissolved in 2008 by the City and County of El Paso, with the city absorbing the public health department and sending air quality, vector control, environmental health code enforcement, public facilities and on-site sewage facilities programs to the Environmental Services department, formally the department of Solid Waste Management.  The previous Health District administration had the idea of absorbing the city of El Paso’s code enforcement section to consolidate any overlapping of similar work related duties and strengthen code and health related services provided to the public.  No one really analyzed both groups for compatibility. The health district administration was removed and the district was dissolved leaving no one to oppose the city of El Paso’s absorption of the health district into a city health department.  All environmental health programs with the exception of the food program where transferred to the Environmental Services Department.  With this transition, the programs are being administered by staff that has no background in public health. 

The concern is if the public of El Paso will be provided with equal or better environmental health services or will those services weaken due to further fragmentation of environmental health in the El Paso region.  There has not been any previous attempt to solve the problem.  The underlying assumptions for the fragmentation and the reclassification of environmental health programs and staff have been to save money by the city of El Paso.  

Problem Statement: 

The lack of understanding of environmental health services from city officials, reclassification of environmental health staff, and fragmentation from the department of public health could cause an increase in disease related to the environment.  

Behavior Over Time Graph:
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The behavior over time graph illustrates with the increase of hiring staff with no educational background in environmental public health, there is an increase in complaints and increase of disease caused by the environment, with the quality of services to the public decreasing.

Causal Loop Diagrams and applicable Archetypes:
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Fixes that backfire causal loop diagrams illustrate how policy maker with no environmental public health background believe they can solve the staffing by reducing the requirements and salary to allow for increased staffing and cross training.  But they are instead creating a larger problem by reducing the quality of environmental health services and increasing the risk of disease in the community.  

10 Essential Environmental Health Services:
The project fulfills the competent workforce of the ten Essential Environmental Health Services because the project provides guidance to prepare and strengthen the environmental health workforce and hopefully prevent this from happening to other jurisdictions. The project also enhances the other nine Essential Environmental Health Services because by assuring a competent workforce, all of the other Essential Environmental Health Services will be fulfilled.  
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Figure 1: 10 Essential Environmental Health Services

National Goals Supported 
The project does not directly support the CDC’s Health Protection Goals but indirectly supports the goals by ensuring a competent and skilled environmental health workforce to assist in achieving the health protection goals set by the CDC

This project does support the Environmental Health Competency Project by working to change job descriptions to be in line with environmental health related duties. The Environmental Health Competency Project will also assist this project in strengthening environmental health job descriptions and requirements by setting minimum competencies to ensure a competent environmental health workforce.  


[image: image6.emf] 

Activities     Resources/Inputs     Short & Long Term Outcomes, Impacts.                                                   Outputs     

Learning      Better understanding of the  Environmental Health profession      Better understanding of what public  health does      Support to recognize the environmental  health profession      Increased interest in perusing a career in  enviro nmental health           

Results      More efficient  and effective        workforce      Improved  environmental  public health  services  

   Meetings With the public, city   officials and the media      Educational material on the  profession of Environmental Public  Health       Educational material on the  importance of Public Health     

Funding      City of El Paso        

EPHLI      Staff      Faculty      Advisory  Committees  

Envir onmental Health      Staff    

   Reclassification of position s      EH workforce in the  El Paso region      Course work offered by local  Colleges/Universities on  environmental health       Graduates of Public Health program  in the El Paso Region       

Behavior      Increased perception   of the importance   and value of  professionals and  field of  Environmental  Public Health       Improved moral of  environmental  health professionals     

Informational  campaign of the  Importance of Environmental  Health professionals      City officials      El Paso Human Resources      Media      Public    

TIER I    

Partners      City of El Paso  Human Resources      NACCHO      APHA      NEHA      Colleges &  Universities      Local health  dep artments in the  State of Texas    

Develop EH job competencies       Complete jo b questionnaire      Develop best EH work practices       Survey area of EH professionals       Research other EH job descriptions  in the state of  Texas      Reclassify positions       Create a new job description       Survey local public health  programs in the El Paso region     Learning      Increased understanding of staff of the  scope of their job related dutie s are       Development of carrier ladder in the  environmental health profession      Increased salaries for the environmental  health profession        Develop a funnel to attract local  graduates with degrees in public health         

Draft EPHLI Logic Model    r.07/01/008   Goal:  To strengthen the profession of environmental health practitioners in the El Paso TX region  



PROJECT OBJECTIVES/DESCRIPTION/DELIVERABLES:
Program Goal  
To strengthen the profession of environmental health practitioners in the El Paso TX region
Health Problem
Without individuals with experience and education in environmental public health the community will not be provided adequate disease control services
Outcome Objective
To strengthen the local environmental health workforce by modifying the local job description to fit environmental health related duties.
Determinant
Reclassification of job description to strengthen requirements for jobs related to environmental public health
Impact Objective
By 2012, 15% of staff will have an educational background in environmental public health
Contributing Factors
Human resource department, staff completing an accurate job description form
Process Objectives
Educate policy makers, Director of ES, Human resources director, Civil Service Commission
METHODOLOGY:
Events and Activities
Event: Compile data of the public health work force, essential public health services, and the fragmentation of environmental mental health data.  
Activities: August 2008: meet with Director and request a reclassification

September 2008:  Staff will fill out a job description questionnaire 

October 2008: Conduct meeting with local government officials and the public to educate them on the field and the profession of environmental public health

January 2009: Review job reclassification with Human Resources department 

April 2009: Proposal of new job classification will be presented to the Civil Service Commission

September 2009: begin to recruit and hire staff based on new job description
RESULTS:
The effort to reclassify staff back to environmental health has paid some dividends sooner than expected.  The truth of the matter is staff from the new department has realized that the work conducted by staff from the district is more technical and specialized then they had anticipated.  The hope of the new department was to cross train staff but this experiment has failed miserably.  The  code enforcement staff does not want to pick up new duties and are having a difficult time comprehending the environmental health duties such as on-site sewage facilities, noise, mold, and vector control to name a few.  Current job description changes were made for the air and food quality programs, with the City Civil Service approving the changes.  Their new titles are environmental technicians and environmental scientists, pending are the vector control group.  The Environmental Services department is also going back to the way the district used be organized by having specialized groups handle certain complaints and inspections regarding swimming pools, tattoo parlors, and trailer parks.  
CONCLUSIONS:

This project has been challenging more so because of the fragmentation of the environmental health programs from the health department and having to deal with co-workers who do not have a public health background.  There are still considerable challenges left in this project such as continuing to modify job descriptions that correctly align work performed in environmental health.  Another challenge is to also provide attractive salaries to attract and retain environmental health practitioners and reduce attrition.  Another challenge is for the environmental health programs to return to the Department of Public Health which will strengthen the department and environmental health programs in providing public health services to the community in a cohesive manner.  A recommendation I would like to make is for environmental health programs to look for alternative funding sources such as imposing an environmental fee.  The environmental fee would be a dedicated funding source that citizens would pay similar to a solid waste fee.  This would allow environmental health programs to have stability and allow for long range planning because the programs would not have to rely on property tax revenues and grant funding which can always be reduced.   I would also recommend forming relationships with policy makers at the various government levels and providing them with information on what the environmental health programs do.  This will allow policy makers to make more informed decisions on public health related issues.  It is also my hope that this information will assist other public health agencies to prevent a similar event.     

LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES:
William John Wolff, M.P.H, M.P.A.
The entire Environmental Public Health Leadership institute program has been an incredible experience.  It has been an honor, highlight and blessing in my life to be a part of something so great.  The various components of the Environmental Public Health Leadership institute have assisted me in improving professionally as an environmental health practitioner by providing me with the tools for increased personal and professional improvement.  The program has assisted me to continue making improvements on my personal leadership development.  Most importantly I think leaders need the ability to problem solve and the Environmental Public Health Leadership institute program has enhanced this skill.  The other fellows in the program have also added additional value to the program because you also get to learn from their experiences.  I have benefited by collaborating with various fellows in the program during the year. The EPHLI staff is amazing and has done a great job.  My mentor for the program has been fantastic in his guidance not only for myself but for my team as well. The Environmental Public Health Leadership institute has provided additional knowledge which will assist me throughout my professional career and I have made some great friends that I hope to keep in touch with for the rest of my life.  

ABOUT THE EPHLI FELLOW(s)

William John Wolff, M.P.H., M.P.A. currently works for the El Paso Electric Company as a Senior Environmental Scientist working in compliance of all applicable permits for the El Paso Electric Company’s air, waste, soil, water, and aviary programs. Previously Mr. Wolff was the Environmental Quality Coordinator for the El Paso City County Health and Environmental District managing the Environmental Health Facilities, Vector Control, On-Site Sewage Facilities and Environmental Health Code Enforcement programs for the El Paso City/County Health & Environmental District.  Prior to working at the Health and Environmental District, Mr. Wolff worked for the El Paso International Airport, first as the Environmental and Safety Manager, and later as an Airport Operations Officer.  
Mr. Wolff lectures part time at the University of Texas at El Paso in the Health Science department and at the El Paso Community College government department.  Courses taught are Environmental Health; Substance Abuse; Disease Characteristics, Prevention and Control, American Government, and State and Local Government.   

Mr. Wolff holds a Masters Degree in Public Health from Tulane University School of Public Health and Tropical Medicine, a Masters Degree in Public Administration from the University at Texas at El Paso, and bachelor’s degree in biology from Our Lady of the Lake University,

Mr. Wolff has been invited to present at the National Association City/County Health Officials Public Health Preparedness Summit 2007 in Washington D.C. and at the National Environmental Health Association's 71st Educational Conference & Exhibition in Atlantic City, New Jersey in 2007.  
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