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Demographics

With more than 1 million citizens, San Antonio is considered the capital city of south Texas.  Because of its proximity to Mexico, the Mexican cultural influence remains particularly strong in this Texan metropolis.  Although the City’s mayor plays a critical role as an authoritative figure of San Antonio, so does the Mexican consul, especially in regards to cross-border trade.

The composition of the population is unique.  After Texas won its independence from Mexico, German settlers soon arrived.  Population growth slowed during the Civil War, and when the fighting ended San Antonio became a ranching center that served as the starting point for major cattle drives to Kansas.  San Antonio also became a place of refuge for Mexicans protesting their own government’s oppression and for a small but substantial Asian community long before other cities in Texas. 

Bexar County, Texas, consists of a total population of approximately 1.3 million people, most of which live in the City of San Antonio.  Just over half the population of Bexar County was Hispanic (52%); 39% of the population was Caucasian; and only 7% was African-American (according to 1990 Census data).  The median household income in Bexar County was $32,300 annually, just under the average for the entire state of Texas ($34,500).  Bexar County was very populous by Texas standards, containing over 1,100 people per square mile.  (The state average was approximately 80 people per square mile.)  The percentage of people subsisting below the federal poverty line was approximately 20%.  However, the number of children living below the poverty line was substantially higher, at just under 30%.

San Antonio Metropolitan Health District

The San Antonio Metropolitan Health District (SAMHD) is the single public agency charged by State Law, City Code, and County Resolution with the responsibility for public health programs in San Antonio and unincorporated areas of Bexar County. Although the SAMHD is a City/County organization, administrative control is under the City of San Antonio, and the District is operated as a City Department.  Health District services include preventive health services, health-code enforcement, clinical services, environmental monitoring, animal control, disease control, health education, dental health, and maintenance of birth and death certificates.

The SAMHD, operating with a budget of $35 million, was organized into the following four service areas: administration, environmental health, disease control, and family health services.

The SAMHD played a crucial role as the facilitating agency for PACE EH.  The agency staff served as recorders, organizers, and sources of technical information regarding the environmental health issues.  In selecting issues for indicator development and during subsequent steps in the process, the CEHA team considered the magnitude of the impact and the scope of affected populations for each potential issue.  Thus, staff provided relevant risk information to the CEHA team. 

Beginning the PACE EH Process

In engaging in a PACE EH initiative, the mission of SAMHD and the City of San Antonio was to characterize the environmental health status of the City of San Antonio and Bexar County.  Coincidentally, this process complemented the agency’s role along with two other environmental health projects launched by the City of San Antonio.  The community-based environmental health assessment (CEHA) project goals were identified as the following:

· Quantify existing environmental health risks

· Identify people and communities in Bexar County at risk

· Prioritize all the validated risks

· Enumerate the environmental health concerns of the people in Bexar County

· Develop actions to address risks

Although there had been initial support within SAMHD to participate in the PACE EH process, management sensed additional support from agency staff was needed.  In discussing who should be involved in the process, some staff members were initially hesitant to rely on the public’s perception on prioritizing environmental health issues --- issues for which the agency has responsibility.

Assembling the CEHA team

The San Antonio project launched a 5-month process to form the CEHA team and create environmental health issue lists.  Development of the assessment team started with identification and recognition of existing key players and neighborhood groups for which a strong and active base had already been established in San Antonio.  In the broadest sense, the community had been defined as the County of Bexar.  However, because the population of the County exceeded 1 million, a more practical method was necessary to select groups of people who would serve as representatives of the community.  Thus, a sample was created consisting of 20 neighborhoods that were scattered geographically across the county.

In striving for a smooth collaboration process, it was then decided to establish the following delegation of responsibility among and between all individuals involved in the process.  

· Who are the stakeholders?

· General public

· Elected officials

· Senior city management officials

· Service providers

· When should stakeholders be involved?

In the initial stages of development of the plan as presented by SAMHD.

· Who is the Project Owner?

City of San Antonio through SAMHD.

· Who is the project sponsor?

SAMHD

· Who is responsible for design?

SAMHD and selected service providers.

· Who will be the facilitators?

Private contractors.

· Who are the Leaders?

SAMHD and the CEHA team.

· Who has Group decision-making authority?

To be determined by the CEHA team.

· How will decisions be made?

To be determined by the CEHA team.

Generating an Environmental Health Issues List

Once the community sample was defined, opinions about environmental concerns needed to be identified.  A survey was developed and disseminated to a sub-population of the sample (i.e., 50 randomly selected persons in each neighborhood). 

These community members were invited to participate in identifying environmental health priorities for the metropolitan area of San Antonio.  The assessment team was then divided into focus groups in five main areas: air, water, physical environment, hazardous waste, and miscellaneous.  The five assessment teams (consisting of approximately 20 participants each) were representative of the community members, SAMHD staff, academia, social service providers, and members of the regulated community; team members met regularly to develop issue lists within the five main categories.

Developing Indicators

For indicator development, SAMHD used standards from Healthy Communities 2000.  In addition, the assessment team continued to consult the focus group members for input.  Research by the University of Texas (San Antonio campus) students and with work from the focus groups proved to be instrumental in identifying gaps in data.  As such, the five groups concentrated on the following issues in developing measurable, pertinent indicators:

· illegal dumping;

· rodent and insect infestations;

· child welfare;

· green space;

· asbestos; and

· crimes and gangs.
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