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Improving Communications During Public Meetings

Goal: Our vision is to challengethe Departmenbf EnvironmentalConservatiofDEC) andthe Department
of Health (DOH) staff to find strategieshat will allow for more effective communicationto increasethe
public's knowledge,understandingnd perceptionof environmentalexposureissuesthat could impactmen,
women,childrenand sensitiveor vulnerablepopulations. This is too importantto be left to chance. It is the
responsibilityof Stateagenciegdo enablethe public to makeinformeddecisionsthatwill affect their welfare
and health.

Introduction: The DOH Bureau of EnvironmentalExposurelnvestigationstaff communicateswith
communitymemberghroughoutNew York regardingtheir perceptionof potentialexposurego contaminants
in the environment.We participatein public meetingsheld by our partner,DEC, and occasionallyfederal
agenciesywhencommunitymembersareinformed of healthand exposurenformationabouthazardousvaste
sites, while we seek their input and support on investigations and remedial actions.

From June2006to June2007,staff participatedn 111 public meetingsaboutwastesites,which wereattended
by 3,656stakeholders.Someof thesewastesitesare controversialknd 300-400peopleattendedhe meetings,
whereasother meetingshad only a few. Somemeetingsare more successfuthan others,and from our
experience the StateOsnessagds not always understood. As public servantsiit is importantto relay
information effectively to improvethe public'sunderstandingf vital environmentapublic healthissues Staff
does not receive formal communicationtraining, but rather learn on-the-job. Consequently effective
communication skills and approaches need to be appropriately developed and techniques improved.



Methods: In orderto do this, staff establisheca work group with DOHO<£E ducationand OutreachUnit and
citizen participation specialistsfrom DEC. The needto better understandour meeting audienceswas
discussedand ways that our effectivenesscould be improved were identified. As a result of these
collaborationsjmportantnew strategieshave beenimplemented. A demographiaeview aroundwastesite
areasis now performedprior to public meetingsto provide for a better understandingof community
characteristics Also, a public meetingsurveyhasbeendevelopedo obtainfeedbackon the agencies@bilities
to relay their messagesnd staff is encouragedo attendtraining opportunitiesprovidedby the state. This
training will assiststaff in learningthe importanceof applying communicationskills learnedat NEPHLI,
especiallyto developa single overridingcommunication®bjective(SOCO). Following the meetingssurveys
are reviewedand evaluatedand the resultsare usedto tailor future meetingsto targetaudiences. Part of
improving communicationss practicingit, andweekly projectreview presentationare held in-housefor staff
to developtheir presentatiorskills. Sisteragenciesin 30 stateswere contactedto determineif effective
communication strategies are practiced that could be emulated.

Discussion: Currentlymany stateagenciedavelimited resourcesanddo not alwaysprovide adequatdunds

for training. However,asNEPHLI Scholarstrainedin collaborativeleadershipandthroughour interagency
work group,we haveinfluencedDEC to initiate moretraining to provide greaterlearningopportunities We

will continueto work with DEC to urge themto continuethis initiative. DOH staff is utilizing available
training and will pursue additional training opportunities as time and resources allow.

Conclusion: By increasingour effectivenessat communication public understandingand knowledge of
environmentahealthissueswill improve.It will fostercollaborationwith stakeholdersandultimately enable
the supportand input from the community on essentialpublic health exposureissues.To the bestof our
knowledge,no other statesare implementinga comprehensivglan suchasthis. This projectwill serveasa
pilot that canbe usedasa modelby othersto enhancesuccessfupublic meetingson importantpublic health
issues.



