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Unsanitary conditions and potential disease outbreaks related to inadequate community and emergency response planning have occurred throughout time. As communities experience different stresses, they recover and adapt to varying degrees or they cease to exist. Knowing what happened in the past allows for a potentially healthier and safer future.  This project focuses on promoting awareness among local governmental officials related to the value and usefulness of environmental health professionals (EHPs). By incorporating EHP’s in community and emergency response planning, a community can avoid problems and increase its chances of a healthier recovery and mitigate negative health exposures.

Currently, many rural Kansas county governments ignore or unaware of environmental health needs, or assign ill-trained staff to these duties.  This is related to several factors, among which are limited financial and personnel resources.  However, the over-arching reason is the lack of understanding by these officials of the importance to a community’s environmental health that a trained and empowered EHP brings. County commissioners need to understand that the training and knowledge of an EHP can make a difference in the quality of health and life of their citizens.  Also, EHPs in rural settings tend to be directed to code enforcement duties, but not incorporated in general community planning, which is an under-utilization of these professionals.

As indicated in Ian Mitroff’s Crisis Leadership, “If we are to redesign our institutions so that we will have a much greater chance of anticipating and preparing for future crises, then we have to alter fundamentally the ways in which we think about critical issues.”1  It is necessary that these local government officials become aware of the need for, and value of, a trained EHP in regard to the community’s health.  The question remains, how can these officials be awakened to the EHPs’ appropriate place and usefulness in his or her county/city?

Methodology

The first phase of the project began with a model of the existing environmental health situation in many rural Kansas communities regarding implementation of trained EHPs skills.  A systems thinking analysis then identified factors contributing to the failure to recognize and incorporate EHPs in community planning and activities.  Process archetypes were then identified and relationships between the cause(s) and the problem were diagrammed.  It appeared that the solution was two-fold: first to raise interest among local governmental officials as to environmental health’s place in community planning, and second to provide a method to educate the officials about EHPs skills and knowledge.

The education program must have a reason for being.  The first step in this program will be to survey local officials to assess a baseline of their understanding of how environmental health relates to community health.2  It is anticipated that the need for the educational piece will become apparent to officials in the process of completing the survey.

A survey of officials will be developed that determines:

· current awareness of the importance of environmental health to a community

· current understanding of EHPs training and knowledge

· current implementation of environmental health services in their community (based on the 10 Essential Services of Environmental Health, Carl Osaki, July 2004)3
A post survey of these same officials will be administered to determine any changes.

As a means of improving their understanding of EHPs and the 10 Essential Services of Environmental Health, an environmental health story book will been developed around short stories or case studies collected from EHPs in the state.  They have contributed actual environmental health situations that have occurred in Kansas.  The booklet is currently in draft form, and a sample story format is included as Appendix One. The format for the document was designed by the Kansas Association of Local Health Department as part of a communications project funded by the Kansas Health Foundation. The booklet will be printed and distributed to local governmental officials at association meetings, through public health associations, and at other opportunities that arise.  The format is available at this webpage 

< http://www.kalhd.org/attachments/wysiwyg/5/KS_Fact_Sheets_LR.pdf>
The effectiveness of the campaign will be determined by comparing the results of pre- and post- surveys of local elected officials.  An awareness campaign, which includes contact points at association meetings through presentations, booths, and the environmental health story book, will be conducted in collaboration with several associations related to public health.  Of greatest interest will be the determination of how willing local elected officials become, so far as adding EHPs to the community planning process. 

There is an opportunity to add EHPs to the awareness effort at the local level.  Although not included in this project, EHPs should also be surveyed regarding and further informed about their important role in community planning, disaster preparedness.  They should also recognize their role in advocacy for environmental health. Training using exercises based on actual environmental health activities at the Greensburg, Kansas tornado would be an excellent device.

Intended Results

Success of this project will be measured through the results obtained from the surveys administered to local officials and potentially to EHPs. The intent is to create an interest in expanding the role of EHPs in community planning beyond what has previously existed in Kansas communities.

