YOUR HEALTH DEPARTMENT:

THE CONNECTICUT  RIVER AREA HEALTH DISTRICT

On July 1, 2006 the Town Health Departments serving Clinton, Deep River and Old Saybrook became one full-time regional health department named the Connecticut River Area Health District. This action came as the result of a study committee comprised of area selectmen followed by a public hearing and town meeting in each of the towns. 

Today the Health District employs a staff of five professionals, a Director of Health, three Sanitarians and an Office Manager. We have set up our temporary headquarters on the upper level of the Old Saybrook Town Hall. The member towns are now able to offer its citizens full-time professional public health services with 24/7 emergency coverage. We are also able to provide continuity of environmental services for the first time as there are three Sanitarians who are able to cover for one another during vacations, sickness and attendance at professional conferences. 
Due to the fact that each town now has more than one Sanitarian available as well as, a full-time Director of Health, appropriate staff can be assigned to manage any emergency that arises. In our short existence we have had the opportunity to test our response to a number of emergencies including the contaminated chocolate milk incident at one of our elementary schools. In that case the Health District was the lead in a four state product recall that had the potential to sicken many of our children. We have also tested our emergency response capabilities as in a single day we responded to a call about a well contaminated with kerosene, a water main break that left a major grocery store and a convalescent home without water and an odor complaint at a hotel that was making  people sick. At the end of the day we had it all covered.    
All of our lives have changed since 9/11. Public health is no exception.  Today local public health entities like the district must take the lead in the development of plans to protect their communities from a bioterrorism event. A public health emergency plan is essential to guide the member communities during a Pandemic Influenza or other disease outbreak.  The Smallpox or “Point of Dispensing” Plan developed by emergency and public health workers must be tested so ensure that citizens have ready access to vaccines or antibiotics if there is a bioterrorism event involving a disease agent or an outbreak of a disease that needs pharmaceutical intervention.  Your Health District is responsible to you for these activities.
The Environmental Health component of a Health District is very busy as the Connecticut Public Health Code requires that before any building can occur on a property the owner must demonstrate that their property can support a septic system that meets the current Health Code. What this means is as part of your building permit for the addition, above ground pool, deck, garage, etc. you are required to set aside an area of your property for the future upgrade of your septic system. The size of this area is based on the results of soil testing. If you have soil testing for your land already we will likely be able to use that. If you are planning a project in the near future, call us so we can answer your questions before you start the permit process. The Sanitarians spend much of their time on these projects, referred to as “B100a applications”.
The Sanitarians also conduct soil testing and oversee septic system repairs. All new buildings need engineer designed septic systems which must be reviewed for Health Code compliance. They must oversee those system installations. They are vigilant with inspecting food service establishments for compliance with Health Code regulations and reviewing plans for new restaurants. The Health District regularly receives complaints about failed septic systems, housing conditions, rodent infestations, and other public health concerns. These must be investigated in a timely manner. When we receive word from the State Health Department about a food product recall it’s the Health District Sanitarians who take immediate action contacting venues where the product is served or sold to insure that it is taken out of circulation. The E. coli in the spinach was one such case. Other responsibilities of the Sanitarians include public swimming pool inspections, sampling of bathing beach waters, addressing drinking water concerns, assisting the Director of Health with investigation and follow up of foodborne illness and childhood lead poisoning. 
No two days are ever the same for the Connecticut River Area Health District. What is constant is our ability to meet the needs of the public in a timely, professional manner.

The next issue of Clinton Events will provide an update on the Health District’s public health emergency preparedness activities including Pandemic Influenza planning.
We welcome you to stop by the office or call us with any thoughts, questions or concerns.

Our number is (860)- 661-3300. You can reach us by email at mengle@crahd.org.

