Wisconsin Environmental Public Health Tracking Facilitated Discussion
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Environmental Public Health Tracking (EPHT)

Wisconsin Facilitated Discussion

December 5, 2005 

 Risser Justice Center 

Madison, WI 

9:30 A.M. – 12:00 P.M. 

Background

The Association of State and Territorial Health Officials (ASTHO) and the National Association of County and City Health Officials (NACCHO) are working collaboratively to host a series of four facilitated discussions about the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention Environmental Public Health Tracking (EPHT) Program. State and local environmental health professionals in Maryland, Oregon, Wisconsin, and California were asked to attend and discuss the EPHT work in their state. The Wisconsin discussion was the third in the series and was held December 5, 2005 at the Risser Justice Center in Madison, Wisconsin. 
The discussions are intended to open lines of communication among state and local environmental health professionals, 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, agencies, and organizations have also participated. Summaries of the four discussions will be made available online and a final report will be published at the conclusion of the series.

Summary
The Wisconsin facilitated discussion was held in conjunction with the Third Annual Wisconsin Environmental Health Conference. The discussion, facilitated by Tom Dunlop from Dunlop Environmental Consulting, Inc., was specifically geared toward state and local environmental health representatives. In addition to the facilitated discussion, two breakout sessions on EPHT were held in the afternoon as part of the main conference. The first afternoon session was a joint presentation by Becky Smullin from ASTHO and Jennifer Li from NACCHO and focused on the EPHT projects and activities in their respective organizations. The second session was a presentation by the Wisconsin EPHT Collaborative and focused on its current projects. 
The following three questions guided the morning 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 Introduction – Many communities have multiple stressors generating health risks that accumulate over time and taken together potentially weaken the immune system. These may include poor housing conditions and working environments, lack of access to mass transit, poverty, low level of basic social services, lack of jobs, poor condition of schools, etc.  Public health practitioners recognize that environmental health is broader than individual hazards and disease because risk of illness cannot be considered in isolation from the disease risk of the populations with respect to where they live, work and play. They also understand that data about conditions that produce patterned health outcomes may derive from sources external to those used by local public health departments. 

Question 2 – What sources of data, if available from other local departments and linked to yours (housing, planning/zoning, education, transportation, social welfare, etc), would inform policy, priority, and resource decisions of your agency? In what ways do you think the EPHT should assist you accessing these data bases where available?

Question 3 – What strategies do you believe would be effective, working with all partners, in seeking to ensure that CDC meets the needs of local public health departments in the design of the Network? What can ASTHO and NACCHO do to help facilitate this process?
Prior to the conclusion of the meeting participants were given the opportunity to share any final comments they wished to make. A synopsis of remarks from each section of the discussion is provided below.
Needed Features and Expected Uses 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?)


Discussion around the first question focused on characteristics participants viewed as necessary in a successful EPHT network.  Local public health departments stressed the need for rapid access to both raw and analyzed data and that EPHT should address the needs of both large and small local health department that have varying capacities. 
Other data characteristics identified during the discussion were that data should be (1) current; (2) presented in a format to allow for comparisons between health agencies at the local, state, and national levels; (3) customizable, accessible with more detailed data if necessary; and (4) geographically referenced. 
Participants discussed expected uses of the Network to increase access both to current health outcome data and stronger data sources that can be used in examining the relationship between environmental hazards and health outcomes.
Potential EPHT Data Sources
Question 2 – What sources of data, if available from other local departments and linked to yours (housing, planning/zoning, education, transportation, social welfare, etc.), would inform policy, priority, and resource decisions of your agency? In what ways do you think the EPHT should assist you accessing these data bases where available?

During this part of the discussion participants gave several examples of data sources useful in environmental health surveillance. Examples included GIS information from other agencies in the jurisdiction linked together in one system, pesticide data, agriculture data, data from the Women Infants and Children Program, and land use data. 
In addition, participants suggested including guidance from the national level about datasets relevant to environmental health surveillance in EPHT. An example of national guidance would be a list of datasets that are potentially or commonly useful in local environmental health surveillance which could be used to provide direction to the program.

The discussion on ways EPHT could assist local environmental health professionals’ access to data sources focused on training. Training is needed on how to access data sources, understanding data limitations, and understanding how data collected for other purposes can be used in tracking activities. A specific concern was how to access and use data originating in outside agencies for tracking activities while at the same time not conducting collection and analysis work in an area for which another agency is responsible. 
Strategies for EPHT Success and the Role of ASTHO and NACCHO
Question 3 – What strategy do you believe would be effective, working with all partners, in seeking to ensure that CDC meets the needs of local public health departments in the design of the Network? What can ASTHO and NACCHO do to help facilitate this process?

The third question gave participants an opportunity to discuss what was needed to meet their needs as the development of a nationwide EPHT network progresses.  In addition, they discussed the role of ASTHO and NACCHO in facilitating the process. 
Continued communication with local public health departments about the program goals, process, and progress was one of the key take home messages. Participants suggested opening and maintaining dialogue for questions and comments about EPHT by hosting individual forums and making use of other organizational meetings such as the annual conferences of the Wisconsin Public Health Association or the National Environmental Health Association. In addition to disseminating information through the meetings of other organizations, the organizations might also distribute information through other communication paths they have with their members. 
Another key message was to start on a small scale with local health departments and create EPHT models that focus on select indicators relevant to local environmental health surveillance. Indicators that are applicable to environmental health surveillance on the local level are important for local public health departments to be able to see how their work fits with the national EPHT effort. Environmental health indicators for local health departments would provide guidance to local tracking projects. EPHT leadership should take into consideration how different local public health departments can be from one another and how different sizes and types of local health departments might use, contribute to, and benefit from EPHT. 
Closing Comments 
The meeting concluded with each participant providing a few closing remarks about the discussion and EPHT. 
Participants expressed a continued need for communication between the local, state, and federal levels about EPHT and other aspects of tracking such as accessing health outcome data. 
Because it is overwhelming to consider how all environmental health issues could be incorporated into a nationwide EPHT network, targeting issues at the onset is helpful and important. 
Professionals from outside public health have a role in developing and expanding EPHT and those resources are valuable to the development of the EPHT Network. For example, physicians and community-based organizations can provide information to the network and might benefit from access to data contained within the network. 
Sustained funding and continued support at the national level will help state health agencies and local health departments further their environmental health tracking programs and the development of a nationwide network. 
Conclusion

The Wisconsin 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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