Developing a Health Education Program to Address Liver Cancer in a Community Impacted by Environmental Contamination: Executive Summary
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Before its closure in 2001, Kelly Air Force Base (AFB) in San Antonio, Texas was the oldest, continuously active air base in the United States. Past operations at the base resulted in releases of industrial chemical contaminants into the environment. Investigations revealed a shallow groundwater plume of volatile organic compounds extending beyond the base boundary and lying under approximately 20,000 homes. While the health consequences attributable to this contamination are not confirmed, environmental exposures may have contributed to adverse health effects within the community.

The consistently high rate of liver cancer is just one environmental health concern in the Kelly community. Efforts to address this issue have included assuring exposures are not presently occurring, monitoring temporal trends, and conducting investigations to identify the causes. The application of systems thinking to the problem led to a supplemental strategy for responding to the elevated incidence of liver cancer. Through partnerships with key stakeholders, an environmental health education and risk communication program will be developed and implemented within the community.

The perception that risk emanates primarily from the environmental contamination at Kelly AFB overshadows the reality that other factors also contribute to the development of liver cancer. Personal behaviors potentially may have the greatest impact on health. Community health workers will be recruited to empower groups of community members in reducing their cancer risks and promoting wellness. The anticipated outcomes of the program will be a greater understanding of risk and the adoption of healthier lifestyles, ultimately reducing the incidence of liver cancer and improving the overall health of the community.
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