
Maryland Environmental Public Health Tracking Facilitated Discussion


[image: image1.png]NACC HO

NATIONAL
ASSOCIATION OF
COUNTY & CITY
HEALTH OFFICIALS



  [image: image2.jpg](ASTHO;

ASSOCIATION OF STATE AND
TeERRITORIAL HEALTH OFFICIALS



  [image: image3.png]


   [image: image4.jpg]JOHNS HOPKINS

wias BLOOMBERG

VAW 1O0L o PUBLIC HEAITH




Environmental Public Health Tracking (EPHT)

Maryland Facilitated Discussion Summary
September 29, 2005 

The Conference Center at the Maritime Institute

Linthicum Heights, MD 

8:30 A.M. – 4:00 P.M.

Background

The Maryland Facilitated Discussion of Environmental Public Health Tracking (EPHT) was held September 29, 2005 at the Maritime Institute in Linthicum Heights, Maryland. The meeting was the first in a series of four facilitated discussions between state and local environmental health officials and practitioners hosted by the National Association of County and City Health Officials (NACCHO) and the Association of State and Territorial Health Officials (ASTHO). The main goals of these discussions are to open lines of communication among environmental health directors, identify needs and priorities for the EPHT program, and develop strategies on how state health agencies and local health departments can most effectively communicate and collaborate on EPHT projects. In addition to state and local environmental health officials, representatives from other departments and agencies also attend the discussions as EPHT encompasses many program areas. Summaries of the four discussions will be made available online and a final report will be published at the conclusion of the series.
Summary

Consisting of two parts, the meeting included a morning discussion led by Tom Dunlop from Dunlop Environmental Consulting, Inc., and an afternoon session led by the Maryland Department of Environment (MDE). The morning session was specifically geared toward state and local environmental health representatives. The session began with a presentation on EPHT by Dr. Tom Burke of Johns Hopkins University. The following three questions then were posed to the group in order to generate discussion:

Question 1 – What features or capabilities would you like to see in the EPHT network? (What would you like to be able to do with the network?)

Question 2 – What do you expect the network to actually do when completed and how will you in fact use the network? (What challenges do you see with the network? What advice do you have for CDC to help answer this question?)

Question 3 – What is ASTHO and NACCHO’s role to assure the success of EPHT?

The afternoon session of the meeting began with presentations by Michelle Wong from the California Department of Health Services and Rodney Glotfelty of the Maryland Association of County Health Officials. Following the presentations, meeting participants were divided into four groups and presented with a typical environmental health problem. The groups discussed how environmental health specialists at both state and local levels would address the problem and how the EPHT network could be used to improve handling these types of issues.  
Needed Features of the EPHT Network
Question 1 – What features or capabilities would you like to see in the EPHT network? (What would you like to be able to do with the network?)
Participants identified features and capabilities as necessary components of the EPHT network in Maryland. Three main subjects discussed included EPHT data characteristics, network features, and data access among agencies. Details are provided below.
Data Characteristics
· Data should be incorporated into geographic information systems (GIS) that are organized down to the neighborhood level and can be viewed in layers.

· Raw data in addition to analyzed data is needed, and metadata should also be available. 
Network Characteristics
· The network ought to link newly collected data with related previously collected county and state health surveillance, as well as environmental sampling data. Data related to the core environmental public health indicators need to be included in the network. The network needs to connect state and local databases, many of which do not communicate. 
· The network should be an information resource with detailed information on the core environmental public health indicators and other environmental hazards to health. Basic information is needed, as well as more complex or advanced data from research or academic studies related to specific environmental hazards but that is not widely available. 
· The network should include descriptions of current health surveillance data associated with each of the environmental hazards. 
· The network should include information and guidance on risk communication and public perception. 
· The network should provide available data, identify or help individuals recognize gaps in data, and assist in strategizing about future data collection.
Access
· Local environmental health workers need direct access to data in the network. A few weeks may be required for an information request from the state to be returned to local public health departments, which impedes progress in assessments and investigations. 
· Access to other counties’ data is also a necessary feature in the network because the counties often work on similar issues. This access would allow counties to use the experiences of others to guide and plan their environmental health activities.
Expected Uses and Challenges to Local Participation in the EPHT Network

Question 2 – What do you expect the network to actually do when completed and how will you in fact use the network? (What challenges do you see with the network? What advice do you have for CDC to help answer this question?)
Participants expect the EPHT network to assist them as a resource that is beneficial and applicable to their work. They anticipate that EPHT will be a tool to help environmental health practitioners do their jobs better and not be require their contribution to without receiving a benefit. The following points were made by participants.
· The EPHT network should provide data to help decision-making in local public health department programming, policy, and budgeting. It should help prioritize activities and align resources. 
· EPHT is expected to be used to show long-term progress to the public and decision-makers, and to demonstrate public health impacts of local public health departments’ programs. 
· EPHT should alert environmental health specialists to changes in the community’s health status and help them forecast potential environmental health problems, for example linking code red air quality days with school absences due to asthma. 
· EPHT should be flexible enough to address non-traditional environmental health issues that might be community specific such as land use and development, biological and chemical terrorism, novel strains of bacteria and viruses, and the school social environment.
Throughout the discussion, participants identified potential barriers to local public health agency participation in EPHT. The main concern was limited resources, primarily staff and funding.
Local environmental health practitioners often react to problems on a day-to-day basis dealing with individuals. Proactive programs that are designed for the community are sometimes difficult to work on while still completing daily responsibilities. Technical, logistical, and programmatic support, provided by either the state or federal EPHT program, will be needed for local public health agencies to contribute to and use the network. Local health departments need more information and guidance from CDC to clarify how they are envisioned to participate. Local health departments need specific information about how the network is being built, in order to direct resources toward infrastructure that will be compatible with the EPHT network.

Role of ASTHO and NACCHO in EPHT Network Development and Success
Question 3 – What is ASTHO and NACCHO’s role to assure the success of EPHT?
The main roles of ASTHO and NACCHO in the development and success of the EPHT network were identified as communication and coordination with state and local public health agencies. 

The organizations should communicate information with state and local environmental health staff to gain input and perspective and then share that information with CDC and other EPHT stakeholders. ASTHO and NACCHO should also communicate with their members about the status of EPHT activities in other state and local public health agencies around the country. ASTHO and NACCHO should communicate the current status of EPHT and plans for the future, being realistic about what has been done and emphasizing that building the EPHT network is a challenge.

ASTHO and NACCHO should act as a coordinating body to ensure the inclusion of appropriate state and local agencies. ASTHO and NACCHO should also provide a tool for their members that identifies and coordinates resources and strategies to solve common environmental health and EPHT problems. 

Next Steps
At the conclusion of the meeting participants noted the benefits of a joint discussion around EPHT and requested that the agencies maintain open dialogue. Sharing information amongst the counties and with state agencies was discussed as a way to maintain the dialogue, perhaps through a single location where counties and state agencies can contribute and obtain information about EPHT activities in Maryland. 

Conclusion

The Maryland EPHT facilitated discussion provided a venue for environmental public health professionals from local, state, and national public health agencies as well as the non-profit sector to come together and learn more about one another’s perspectives, needs, and goals related to the tracking program. This discussion along with the others in the series will contribute to a better understanding of how state health agencies and local health departments work together to further the progress of building a nationwide EPHT network.  
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