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Tribal nations have expanded operations into the gaming industry in Oklahoma at an impressive rate.  Concerns regarding consumer safety in several environmental public health areas have resulted. Sovereignty provides Tribes with the right to self govern. Tribal gaming facilities operate outside the standard regulatory controls that currently oversee other food service, water and wastewater, solid waste handling, vector control and other environmental concerns within the State of Oklahoma. Key stakeholders at the Oklahoma State Department of Health, Tulsa City-County Health Department, and the Oklahoma Department of Environmental Quality and others hope through collaborative efforts to encourage consistent application of public health and environmental public health oversight across all jurisdictions within the state. 

Through the development and application of a collaborative model, key stakeholders were identified and included in discussions aimed at the adoption of uniform public health codes across all jurisdictions.  A “systems thinking” approach was utilized to identify and include all stakeholders, to develop an understanding of the current reality, to create a shared vision among stakeholders and to craft possible solutions around these issues. Further goals of this collaborative effort include the development of consistent approaches to training on the uniform codes as well as exploring the possibilities and advantages of sharing resources for training and other methods of assuring improved public health and environmental public health outcomes across Oklahoma. 

Site visits and stakeholder meetings were conducted at key facilities.  Great care was taken to ensure that tribal sovereignty was respected.  Apprehension related to governmental agency involvement created certain barriers and concerns were noted.  The result was the formation of positive alliances and agreeable outcomes.  Contacts were developed and networking opportunities were planned.  During a recent state environmental public health meeting, 13% of the attendees were from tribal jurisdictions, compared to 3% from the previous year.  

The team was able to establish a positive working relationship with several of the tribal jurisdictions in Oklahoma.  Through diligent networking, active listening, and the desire by all to better serve the public, we feel that we have opened a door that was previously closed.  The first steps in building partnerships that improve communications have been accomplished. 

