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The goal of this project is to improve the communication and collaboration between Epidemiology (Epi) and Environmental Health (EH) on foodborne illness investigations at the Manatee County Health Department.  For the past few years, there has been an apparent disconnect between the two divisions, as evidenced by cases of illness investigated without the participation of one or the other, and the lack of referrals for investigation based on the enteric disease rate.  Investigations of foodborne illness outbreaks performed without competencies in both sciences can result in misleading conclusions which in turn can adversely impact the rates of secondary cases of illness.  Or, new cases may occur because the condition that caused the primary case of illness was not eliminated.  Because many foodborne illnesses have the potential to be fatal, the impact of an incomplete investigation on public health could be tragic. To get to the root cause of the current lack of communication, fact finding meetings were initiated with all the identified stakeholders.  It was discovered that an imperfect knowledge of each other’s existing policies and guidelines was the basis of the present situation. An action plan was implemented to undertake strategic activities to improve inter-division communications. The first result was a protocol for assessing incoming complaints calls or disease reports, in which the roles and functions of each division were defined (). The second result was a process map (or flow chart) to be aligned with a detailed operating procedure to further increase the understanding of each division’s responsibilities ().  Final review and acceptance of this communication protocol is scheduled for March 2008. Future steps to sustain this positive momentum include developing a training module, to ensure competencies in these investigations.  The ultimate objective is the creation of an “EpiTeam”, consisting of staff members from the Epidemiology, Environmental Health and Nursing divisions within the Manatee Health Department, to assess complaints of foodborne illness ensuring collaboration on all foodborne illness investigations.

