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Demographics

Island County consists of Whidbey Island and Camano Island.  Whidbey Island, the longest island in Puget Sound, has transportation links to the mainland at both ends.  A bridge connects the north end, and ferry service transports people to and from the center and south end of the island.  The three incorporated communities on Whidbey Island are Oak Harbor (the largest city) and the two smaller towns of Coupville (the county seat and oldest town) and Langley.  Camano Island is situated between Whidbey Island and the mainland (connected by a highway).  Camano Island is primarily a rural community.

Island County Health Department

At the time Island County Health Department committed to pilot testing the PACE EH methodology, the Department provided services to a primarily rural jurisdiction that had a population of 70,300.  The health department had an operating budget of $1,967, 937 and a staff of 47 employees.  Environmental health services provided by the health department included the monitoring and maintenance of drinking water, food safety, sewage disposal, vector control, solid-waste disposal, chemical/physical hazards, recreational and professional community service safety inspections, land use, and tobacco prevention.

Beginning the PACE EH Process

For Island County, an assessment team had already been in existence since 1992; the Community Health Advisory Board (CHAB) was established by the Board of Health to provide a community forum to assess the community's health concerns and needs, prioritize and recommend policy to address those concerns, and to assure that such policies attend to the community's needs.  CHAB was further charged to address concerns in any area affecting health, including human health, environmental health, poverty, homelessness, joblessness, abuse, or any other concern impacting community well-being.  

The PACE EH process in Island County differed from the model and the other pilot sites because the environmental health component was included in a broader community health assessment that was already underway.  The 1994 Public Health Improvement Plan, approved by the legislature in Washington State, identified community assessment as a core public health function.  Hence, the legislature provided local health jurisdictions with development funds to increase assessment capacity and required that a broad-based community assessment be conducted, followed by a health-assessment report.

Throughout the Public Health Improvement Plan, data-based decision-making was an objective of the community assessment.  Additional objectives embedded in the legislation included community involvement, community partnerships, and community-based decision-making to improve local health.  Island County decided to adopt a community-based health collaboration model developed by the Center for Health Improvement at the Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services as a framework for this assessment process.  The model is based on the following four tenets: community involvement, community commitment, community control, and community benchmarks. 

Generating an Environmental Health Issue List

CHAB, after analyzing survey results from 17 community groups in 1995 and conducting extensive community outreach, identified six health issues (three environmental and three human health) as concerns in Island County.  The top six community health issues were youth, domestic violence, alcohol use, tobacco, drinking water, and injury.  Next, CHAB used its existing networks to reach out into the community for input and identified 35 local interest groups (e.g., city governments, chambers of commerce, and other organizations deemed as having “community connections”).  CHAB members then gave data presentations about the six priority health issues to these groups and asked community members to complete a survey and select their top issues for action.  More than 500 surveys were completed.  A separate process on Camano Island resulted in more than 400 completed surveys from community members.

As another tactic for assessing community health on Camano Island, residents participated in a windshield survey.  Eight survey teams, consisting of three or four persons each, drove one of eight designated areas and answered subjective survey questions.  The Camano Pilot Project Coalition crafted the survey categories and questions from seven healthy-community themes.  The categories included:

· health-care access and health promotion;

· community centers;

· healthy rural environment;

· supporting our youth;

· transportation;

· local business clusters and services; and

· safety.

The results from the windshield survey served as a composite of subjective data collected through personal observations about people, their lifestyles, and the environment in which they live and work.  Utilizing this approach, the windshield survey satisfied three objectives: to engage the community in the assessment process, to gather community information, and to have fun. 

Developing Indicators

An initial health and risk indicator list (including personal, community, and environmental health indicators) was drafted by the health department’s epidemiologist, evaluated by the management team, and then presented to CHAB for review.  Indicators were developed that reflected the following categories.

	· Demographic
	· Socio-economic

	· Health status
	· Chronic disease

	· Unintentional injuries
	· Maternal and child health

	· Infectious disease
	· Crime and violence

	· Mental health
	· Suicide and substance abuse

	· Environmental complaints
	· Drinking water quality

	· Liquid waste
	· Vector and zoonotic illness

	· Air quality
	


These indicators, which were similar to those used by Washington State, were developed for a four-county regional health assessment and were tailored for the individual counties involved.

The department used the PACE EH indicator framework to explore two of the top six community health issues.  They investigated alcohol concerns on Camano Island and worked with the Tobacco Coalition in Island County, finding it useful for community groups to gain a full understanding of the issues. 

Ranking and Prioritizing the Issues

Island County developed a health prioritization worksheet.  CHAB reviewed several prioritization models and selected 11 criteria for evaluating and comparing health issues (see text box).  CHAB members conducted an exercise to weight the criteria as to its relative importance.  After studying the results of the community survey and listening to six community experts describe specific issues and each issue’s impact on health, CHAB began a prioritization exercise to identify the highest priorities for action.


The community and CHAB decided not to include drinking water and tobacco in an action plan because so much focus had already been directed at these issues by several organizations.  Alcohol use, domestic violence, and youth were selected as the top three priorities as determined by community survey and a prioritization process carried out by CHAB. The original intention was to create an action plan devoted to these three priorities; however, a discussion among CHAB members resulted in the conclusion that alcohol use and domestic violence should be incorporated as a “youth” problem.

Creating an Action Plan

In January 1998, the theme of “supporting youth” emerged as the priority for action as a result of the ranking and prioritization process.  CHAB approached the Mental Health and Substance Abuse Advisory Board and the Public Health and Safety Network about forming a coalition to support youth in the communities of Island County.  A joint action plan was developed that involved coordination with the community health assessment team.  Subsequently, the team executed the process again to engage more community members, focus on community support for youth, and develop “community imperatives” – defined as what must take place in communities to support youth and associated action plans.

At this stage, Island County primarily employed the PACE EH methodology laid out in the guidebook to organize much of their interaction with the community.  The guidebook helped health department staff when structuring the activities of specific meetings.  Because the project was not driven by health department staff and the health department had only a supporting role in Island County’s implementation of PACE EH, the reiterative nature of the process was helpful.

Two to four community imperatives were identified in each geographic area of the county, for a total of 14 imperatives.  Community members were assigned to each imperative to develop an action plan; more than 120 community members have participated in the development of the plan thus far.  

Current Status of the PACE EH Project

Following Island County’s involvement as a pilot site for the PACE EH methodology, only limited activity took place in the area of community-based environmental health assessment for several reasons, including lack of staffing and funding, lack of community infrastructure with the knowledge base and talents to engage communities in the work of PACE EH, and existing commitment to assessment and community-development work that took priority over conducting community-based assessments of environmental health.  For instance, the Environmental Health Section of Island County Health Department already was involved in several technical assessment projects, many of which focused on water resources.  
 

Recently, however, CHAB has established a high-level Environmental Health Steering Committee to start developing environmental programs and projects in Island County.  The CHAB Environmental Health Steering Committee has been designated to develop a community-based environmental health project and seek funding for staffing and project implementation.  The Steering Committee recommended to CHAB that they try to procure funding that would allow Island County Health Department and CHAB to engage in community-based environmental health processes using the PACE EH model.  The Island County Health Department was awarded a grant from the National Center for Environmental Health, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, which would provide them resources to engage local communities in environmental health assessment, prioritization, and activities.  The Island County Environmental Health Initiative has now been developed, with the goal of engaging Island County Health Department staff and communities in the following three areas: developing new relationships with community stakeholders, expanding community understanding about the relationship between human health and the state of the environment, and redefining the leadership roles for public health officials and staff in environmental health.  The CHAB Environmental Health Steering Committee is also committed to receiving additional assistance by applying for a CDC Fellow, who would also provide Island County with expertise to move the proposed project forward.

Concurrent with the actions of the CHAB Environmental Health Steering Committee, Island County Health Department staff also became better educated about the philosophy and methodology represented by the PACE EH model. Staff members are actively involved with the work of the CHAB Environmental Health Steering Committee and have supported the goals of the committee by writing grants, facilitating committee work, and seeking opportunities to become better educated about environmental health assessment and actions at the community level. 

Island County is now ready to embark on the Island County Environmental Health Initiative.  The outcomes of such an initiative will increase local community involvement in environmental health and advancement in the knowledge and technical skills of both health department staff and community members.  By following the PACE EH methodology, Island County Health Department plans to be able to develop the departmental and community infrastructures that will allow the department to conduct a thorough PACE EH process entailing all 13 PACE EH tasks.  By implementing the Island County EH Initiative, the health department hopes to achieve

· a thorough and well-documented decision-making and planning process;

· effective participation of a well-represented public throughout the process;

· an enhanced understanding of the community’s environmental health needs;

· strengthened community support for the identification and prevention of environmental risks;

· an enhanced appreciation for the critical connections between human health and the environmental conditions;

· an appropriate and equitable distribution of environmental health programs and services directed to priority environmental health issues; 

· a plan for action and evaluation measures that capitalize on the strengths of the community and Island County Health Department to improve the community’s health; and

· the commencement of activities designated to help minimize or prevent environmental health issues and risks.

Island County will benefit from having an engaged, knowledgeable, committed public and from enhancing and preserving the County’s existing natural resources and rich environmental assets.  The health department anticipates having an increased capacity within the Department and Island County communities to understand and resolve environmental issues using science-based methodologies.  Such increased local capacity will also provide state and federal policymakers the opportunity to review programs and policies developed locally and to develop state or national policy initiatives when appropriate.

Lessons Learned

· Community process often takes longer than planned.

· Local groups are reluctant to follow a “national” or “state” process; they are likely to adapt it to suit their personalities, processes, and structures.

· Establishing community group infrastructure is important (i.e., having a leader/facilitator, membership committee, and steering committee).

· Hands-on activities (e.g., windshield surveys, peer surveys, community presentations, asset mapping, data collection, and assessment) engage the community.

· Early wins are important – do something early in the process and publicize it.  Get folks involved!

· Keep policymakers informed about the process every step of the way.

· Do not reinvent the wheel. Instead, use, adapt, and translate materials others have found successful or partner with other health departments in the state or county.

PACE EH Tools and Materials Used by Island County Health Department

A. Community health process

B. Facilitator role – training

C. Assessment questionnaire

D. Windshield survey questions

E. Guidance for prioritizing community health issues (includes prioritization worksheet)

F. Guidance for issue presentations

G. Island County action plans – community imperatives

H. CHART – Improving the Health of Missouri Communities

Proposed Criteria for Evaluating Health Issues


Greater problem than in state or nation�
Number of persons at risk�
�
Number of persons affected�
Urgency of the issue (rapid rise, public concern, public risk)�
�
Health impact (hospitalizations/deaths)�
Preventability�
�
Quality of life�
Actual or potential economic loss�
�
Community support to address issue�
Political support to address issue�
�
Effectiveness of available interventions�
�
�
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