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 BUILDING CAPACITY

Darryl Booth, MBA

Building Capacity 
Gadget by Gadget

As a young professional working for 
a software company and new to en-
vironmental health, my boss asked 

me to exhibit at the National Environmen-
tal Health Association’s Annual Education-
al Conference (AEC) & Exhibition. I was 
anxious and had no idea what to expect. 
My boss kindly spent some time to de-
scribe the event, the exhibition floor, and 
what to expect. I remember him telling me, 
“and there’s always this guy who sells gad-
gets, mirrors, thermometers, flashlights, 

black lights, etc.” Gadgets! Who doesn’t 
love gadgets?

For more than 20 years, I’ve refl ected on 
those early days as I’ve prepared for each AEC 
and regional conference. And more often 
than not, I’ve found that table with the red 
tablecloth that is crowded to the edge with 
stainless steel devices. It’s a perennial favorite 
and always worth a look.

While LED fl ashlights and thermal probes 
are standard fare, there’s continued enthusi-
asm for new digital gadgets.

Must-Have Digital Gadgets
Your mobile phone, for example, is now an 
indispensable device for communications, 
navigation, photos, video, quick research, and 
access to a myriad of cloud-based systems. 

For most inspectors, a tablet computer (or 
laptop) is also essential to capture inspection 
results in real time, provide canned content 
(e.g., standard comments), and deliver a pro-
fessional report to your operator.

Your “mobile offi ce” might also include a 
Wi-Fi hot spot or even a portable printer.

Compelling Digital Gadgets
Next, we have the gadgets that prompt us 
to seek new effi ciencies and conveniences. 
These gadgets might not be commonplace, 
but they are defensible additions.

On a regular basis I am asked about con-
nected thermal probes, and more specifi cally, 
thermal probes with a wireless interface to 
inspection software that can enable an inspec-
tor to move quickly down the line and see 
each measurement automatically recorded. 
The hardware and wireless connection are 
commonplace—just Google it—but we still 
lack a universally accepted data format and 
transfer standard. Each vendor has its own 
approach. So, your software vendor or inter-
nal information technology department will 
still have to fi nish the job and commit to a 
specifi c device.

In some regions, dependent upon food 
codes and policies, a physical inspection 
report is delivered to retail food operators. 
It’s commonplace for inspectors to carry 
with them one of the low-cost portable print-
ers currently on the market. These printers 
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are relatively lightweight, battery powered, 
rechargeable, and wireless. Unfortunately, the 
portable printer often stays in the car until 
the end of the inspection. And carrying the 
consumables (e.g., special paper) is enough 
to make many jurisdictions opt to deliver 
inspection reports as PDFs via e-mail.

Both delivery methods have their devotees. 
At least one large jurisdiction offers a hybrid. 
Good inspection fi ndings are sent to opera-
tors via e-mail (with copies sent to corpo-
rate), while more serious fi ndings are printed 
and handed to the operator (in addition to 
the e-mail).

While relying on public Wi-Fi might seem 
the way to go, most inspectors benefi t from 
built-in connectivity, a mobile Wi-Fi hot 
spot, or permission to use their phone as a 
hot spot. This technology is a game changer. 
With access to the Internet and your cloud 
data, information moves bidirectionally in a 
regular, even fl ow.

Gadgets With Promise
For hunt-and-peck typists, speech-to-text is 
alluring. The suggestion that one could dic-
tate inspection fi ndings and relevant notes 
hands-free feels like an ideal arrangement. 
In a controlled pilot it can work, and it’s get-
ting better all the time. Experience and anec-
dotal evidence have confi rmed, however, that 
inspectors will spend more time tweaking the 
transcription than they would have saved by 
avoiding the typing. Today, strict but improv-
ing command syntax, coupled with loud 
work environments and imperfect micro-
phones, make this technology a promising 
but “not quite there” option.

Video will be a game changer one day 
soon. Video recordings once produced 
unwieldy and large fi les that were unsearch-
able and diffi cult to store and transfer. Driven 
by consumer applications, video is increas-
ingly being generated and stored in the cloud 
in real time. YouTube, a cloud-based system 
for receiving, storing, and delivering video, 

now receives and processes 300 hr of new 
video every minute!

Google and other providers have invested 
in automated processes that can transcribe 
audio content, as well as identify common 
objects (e.g., a cook surface versus a bath-
room fi xture), thus making the video search-
able by text. Law enforcement can already 
identify faces from video feeds. Can you 
imagine how your focus will change when 
you’re wearing a Google Glass or body cam-
era at all times during an inspection? Every-
thing observed becomes a matter of record, 
making inspector observations automatic 
and instantly recorded.

This section could go on for pages. Just 
consider how self-driving cars will impact the 
fi eld inspector’s workday. Then, contemplate 
how this technology will impact the supply 
chain, lowering costs and introducing real-
time monitoring. It’s easy (and fun) to get 
starry eyed about the future.

How Long Must We Wait?
If environmental health was the only indus-
try pressing for the technology, it could take 
a very long time. Fortunate for us, the future 
state is being pushed today by consumers 
(representing huge fi nancial drivers) and 
businesses, each seeking gains in personal 
convenience and reduced costs. In my career, 
constant Internet access has gone from a the-
ory (remember your bag phone) to an inex-
pensive reality. In the coming decade, ubiq-
uitous access to cloud-based technology and 
artifi cial intelligence will be our new reality.

Continue the conversation in the Build-
ing Capacity in Environmental Health 
Group on LinkedIn (www.linkedin.com/
groups/6945520). 
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New stories have been posted on NEHA’s A Day in the Life of an 
Environmental Health Professional blog. Read about the opioid epidemic, 
Denver’s rapid population growth, food trucks, emergency preparedness, 
and other interesting topics from members on the blog at www.neha.org/
day-in-life-blog.
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