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 BUILDING CAPACITY

Darryl Booth, MBA

Substantial or trivial, the spotlight of 
public attention turns occasionally to 
public and environmental health issues. 

During these slivers of time—just fl ashes of 
focus—the best of our profession educate, ad-
vise, and oftentimes calm policy makers and 
community members.

The word “Zika” did not exist for most North 
Americans prior to 2015. As public health offi -
cials warned the public to its earliest detection, 
interest in Zika exploded (Figure 1).

While you and your staff are on the front 
lines, let me assure you that regular folks, 
like my parents (and perhaps your parents), 
learned of the disease, its transmission, and 

preventative measures from Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention (CDC) inter-
views and through commercial news outlets 
reporting on the specifi c activities of Florida’s 
state and local health departments.

So, how do environmental health profes-
sionals get extra value out of these teachable 
moments—moments when you are asked the 
question? What follows is our association’s 
grassroots wisdom.

Establish a Public Presence
If you aren’t controlling the story, you are the 
story. Take a moment right now to consider if 
you know how to quickly get a new message 

up on your agency’s Web site. Who holds the 
reins to your agency’s social media accounts? 
How do you get information to the public via 
local news? What are its deadlines? Who will 
send a camera crew for a brief interview? 

I will discuss later in more detail how 
important it is to collaborate with commu-
nity partners, but I want to emphasize here 
how particularly benefi cial a strong relation-
ship with local media can be.

“Brands pay millions of dollars to advertise 
on television in order to stay in the public’s 
consciousness. Local news stations gladly 
give us this gift for free to feed the public’s 
hunger for reassurance that Zika won’t kill 
them or that the local water is safe to drink,” 
says JoAnn Xiong-Mercado, an environmen-
tal health specialist at Marion County Public 
Health’s Department of Food and Consumer 
Safety. “We can’t go door-to-door cleaning 
out gutters to destroy mosquito breeding 
habitats, but we can empower the public to 
clean their own gutters.” 

Local news outlets allow you to reach a 
broader audience and build awareness for 
your department, and when the next event 
happens, reporters in your area will know 
who to call—the person with the friendly 
smile, the professional attire, and the cred-
ible quote. Note that this relationship does 
require some upkeep. Reporters should not 
only know who to call but also should feel 
confi dent that they’ll get a timely response. 

Keeping a strong public presence also 
requires some prep work, such as preparing 
and practicing responses to various issues 
and events, including marketing plans for 
social media, your Web site, news outlets, 
etc. You don’t have to reinvent the wheel and 
waste resources developing these items from 
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scratch. For example, CDC released a com-
munications planning guide for state and
local jurisdictions to leverage during a Zika
response (www.cdc.gov/zika/pdfs/zika-com
munications-planning-guide-for-states.pdf).
The guide, and there are many others like it,
includes communication activities for differ-

ent scenarios and printable materials that you
can share with your community.

Promote Other Health Programs
Even if you are not currently the site of
a headline-worthy health issue, you will
inevitably get some public attention. This

spotlight is a good thing. Take advantage of
someone calling your offi ce seeking reassur-
ance to pivot the conversation around helpful
information and your department’s services.

“National headlines provide a foot in the
door of busy people’s attention span,” says
Peter Cooley, an environmental health spe-
cialist at Coos County Health and Wellness.
“Zika virus? Yes, maybe rounding up old tires
and disposing of them properly is a worthy
goal. And while we’re at it, let’s talk about
prenatal vitamins. Foodborne illness citation
at your restaurant? Why  yes, washing your
hands is still a good idea. And while we’re at
it, let’s talk about your supply chain.”

While recently visiting the popular Florida
Health Zika Web site, I noted a banner that
read, “1 out of 3 kids is considered over-
weight or obese.” See what was done here?

These moments are not just a chance to
engage directly with the public. Bringing
your services to more community members
can help you better argue for a program’s
existence or expansion, which leads me to
the next suggestion.

Request Resources
According to the National Association of
County and City Health Official’s 2015
Forces of Change survey (www.nacchopro-
fi lestudy.org/forces-of-change), over 51,700
health department jobs have been lost since
the 2008 recession. Though the economy has
been improving, along with public agency
budgets, 27% of health department directors
surveyed indicated that they expected budget
cuts to continue. Even if your fi nancial situ-
ation is on the upward slope, you are almost
guaranteed to be operating with less than
what you were used to or needed.

“Environmental health has become a vic-
tim of its own success and exists in a world
where there is not the political will to prop-
erly fund programs unless there is some type
of crisis,” says David Troutman, director of
environmental health at Cabarrus Health Alli-
ance. “Safe drinking water, food safety, and
emerging diseases like Zika have the poten-
tial to affect everyone. As these issues hit the
headlines, it is important at the local level
that we seize these opportunities to promote
and improve the delivery of environmental
public health services to communities.”

Kimberley Moe, an environmental health
practitioner at Fargo Cass Public Health, echoed

Google Trends: Keyword “Zika” (U.S. Only) 

Source: www.google.com/trends/explore?geo=US&q=zika.

Sample Media List

Visit www.linkedin.com/groups/6945520 to download your own media/contact list template, as well as fi nd other links 
and resources for communication and planning.

 MEDIA/CONTACT LIST 
 

Organization Medium Name Title Address Phone Email Time of day 
to contact 

Notes 

Local 
newspaper 1 

Newspaper        

Local 
newspaper 2 

Newspaper        

Local news 
station 1 

News Station        

Local news 
station 2 

News Station        

Local news 
station 3 

News Station        

Rotary District 
Newsletter 

Newsletter        

YOUR agency 
social media 
contact 

Social Media        

YOUR agency 
newsletter 

Newsletter        

YOUR agency 
website 
administrator 

Website        

Local nonprofit 
1 

Nonprofit        

Local nonprofit 
2 

Nonprofit        

FIGURE 1

FIGURE 2
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For more information, visit www.accela.com or call (888) 722-2352, ext 8.

For the past two years, our Building Capacity column in the Journal has 
featured fresh ideas and the work of innovative thought leaders.
 
Looking ahead to our 2017 column series, we invite you and other industry 
experts to help us shine a light on innovative technology implementations 
and best practices for building capacity.
 
Think you have a success story to share? We are looking for:

• Leadership profiles
• Practical case studies, or
• General environmental health topics (productivity, administration, etc.)

 

Visit us at www.accela.com/buildingcapacity to read our past columns and 
submit ideas for future ones.
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this sentiment, “As environmental health agen-
cies, it should be our main goal to not only edu-
cate the public but also our legislature.”

No council or board member, mayor, sena-
tor, or governor wants to be implicated in
the next Flint, Michigan, disaster, or govern
over the site of a Zika infection. Despite other
competing priorities and departments clam-
oring for funding, public health is enjoying
a unique moment at the front of the con-
versation. I encourage health departments
and community members to leverage this
moment, along with their collective political
power, to seek and advocate for additional
resources to invest back in programs and
other strategic capacity-building activities.
I acknowledge that industry hasn’t been sit-
ting idly on their hands. As of this writing,
it’s well-known that federal Zika funding has
been slow to arrive. If the funding problem
was easy to solve, it already would have been
by now, which delivers us to my fi nal insight.

Establish Community
Partnerships
You don’t have to do it alone. Even during
calmer times, a successful organization looks
beyond its borders to solicit and offer support.
In seeking the resources I mentioned above,
can you band together with your neighbors
to speak directly to legislators as a unifi ed,

nonpolitical entity? And amongst yourselves,
what collateral, tools, people, and experiences
can be shared to operate more effi ciently?

I also encourage you to look beyond the
typical environmental health network when
seeking creative effi ciency hacks. Coordinate
with local community activists, nonprofi ts,
event organizers, schools, and other depart-
ments. One city hosts annual back-to-school
health fairs where children come to get their
lead levels tested, are brought up-to-date on
immunizations, and receive school supplies
for the year. Another city partnered with a
local animal shelter to run a vaccine day for
people and pets.

Finally, I would be remiss if I didn’t dedi-
cate at least one section of this column to
technology and innovation. Do you sense pat-
terns in your data but don’t know how to dig
deeper? Are there issues with your processes
that you aren’t quite sure how to solve? Con-
sider teaming up with a university or startup
on a research project, or embrace open data
to leverage the skills of community members
and companies to help make new sense of
your business. Seattle-King County Health
Department worked with Stanford University
to study inspection score deviations, resulting
in more standardized and reliable inspections
(and unintentionally, happier inspectors). You
can read more about that study at https://goo.

gl/XvcWQh. Chicago, that bastion of innova-
tion, is testing an analytical model to enhance
its beach water quality inspection process to
provide timely health advisories using a model
built by a team of volunteer “citizen data sci-
entists.” You can read more about endeavor at
https://goo.gl/llZ2LD.

Join the Conversation
How are you or your organization creating
opportunities from headlines? Share your sto-
ries or opinions, download free marketing/
communication and media list templates (Fig-
ure 2), and access links to additional resources
at the Building Capacity LinkedIn page at
www.linkedin.com/groups/6945520.

Acknowledgement: Nearly every recommenda-
tion that surfaced in this article is credited to
NEHA members through foundational NEHA
Annual Educational Conference & Exhibition
presentations, award submissions, and schol-
arship applications—an ongoing testament
to the acumen of the professionals among us.
Thank you.

Corresponding Author: Darryl Booth, Senior
Vice President and General Manager of Envi-
ronmental Health, Accela, 2633 Camino
Ramon #500, San Ramon, CA 94583.
E-mail: dbooth@accela.com.

Win a $1,000 Award 
and up to $1,000 in travel expenses
Students will be selected to present a 20-minute 
platform presentation and poster at the National 
Environmental Health Association’s Annual 
Educational Conference & Exhibition in Grand 
Rapids, MI, July 10–13, 2017.

Entries must be submitted by Tuesday, February 28, 2017, to 
Leslie Mitchell
AEHAP Coordinator
E-mail: info@aehap.org
Phone: 206-522-5272
For additional information and research submission guidelines, 
please visit www.aehap.org.
AEHAP gratefully acknowledges the volunteer efforts of AEHAP 
members who serve on the advisory committee
for this competition.

a n n o u n c e s
THE 2017 AEHAP STUDENT RESEARCH COMPETITION
for undergraduate and graduate students enrolled in a National Environmental Health Science and Protection 
Accreditation Council (EHAC)-accredited program or an environmental health program that is an institutional member 
of AEHAP.
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