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Edi tor ’s  Note : A need exists within environmental health agencies

to increase their capacity to perform in an environment of diminishing 

resources. With limited resources and increasing demands, we need to seek 

new approaches to the business of environmental health. Acutely aware of 

these challenges, NEHA has initiated a partnership with Accela called 

Building Capacity—a joint  effort to educate, reinforce, and build upon 

successes within the profession using technology to improve effi ciency and 

extend the impact of environmental health agencies. 

The Journal is pleased to publish this column from Accela that will 

provide readers with insight into the Building Capacity initiative, as well 

as be a conduit for fostering the capacity building of environmental health 

agencies across the country. The conclusions of this column are those of 

the author(s) and do not necessarily represent the views of NEHA.

Darryl Booth is the general manager of environmental health at Accela 

and has been monitoring regulatory and data tracking needs of agencies 

across the U.S. for almost 20 years. He serves as technical advisor to NEHA’s 

informatics and technology section.

I ntroduction
The term “voice first” refers to the 
emerging practice of using natural 

voice speech as a primary means of request-
ing services, getting information, and mak-
ing orders. You’ve certainly seen its pos-
sibilities in consumer devices such as the 
Apple HomePod, Google Home, and Ama-
zon Echo.

Natural speech, featured in science fi ction 
and much anticipated in technology, proved 
diffi cult in practice. Voice presents several 
inherent challenges, including the ability to 
discern all spoken words and context, and 
conclude meaning. Consider all the promi-
nent accents and nuanced communications 

to support. The modern-day transformative 
technologies overcoming these challenges are 
increasingly faster computer processing and 
connected cloud computing.

Note that there exists just a tiny bit of 
circuitry on each device. It’s just enough to 
identify the wake word (e.g., “OK, Google,” 
“Hey Siri,” or “Alexa”), record the commands 
that follow, connect to your network and 
Internet, and receive/voice a response. It’s 
your connection to the Internet that makes 
the difference as those voice recordings are 
rapidly transmitted to ultra-powerful com-
puters in the cloud. And it is the cloud com-
puting power that parses your command and 
composes the proper response.

I attended a conference of city and county 
chief information offi cers recently. We identi-
fi ed both threats (e.g., security, privacy, work-
force) and opportunities (e.g., cloud-cloud, 
analytics, and artifi cial intelligence/machine 
learning). The most memorable presenta-
tion declared that local government systems 
must be prepared to be where its residents 
live. That is, if mobile is at critical mass, be 
on mobile (noting that many health depart-
ments have embraced mobile). If voice is at 
critical mass, be available for voice.

During the National Environmental Health 
Association’s (NEHA) 2019 Annual Educa-
tional Conference (AEC) & Exhibition this 
July in Nashville, Tennessee, we had a lot 
of fun with an educational session jokingly 
titled, “Alexa, Should I Eat at Big Billy’s Drive-
In?” In this session, we posited that health 
department staff and residents are ready for 
voice and that using voice is not out of reach 
for forward-looking health departments.

We used inspection data already published 
to the web and built and demonstrated a 
modest project using Amazon Echo, a device 
that is both inexpensive and popular. Our 
selection is not an endorsement of the prod-
uct, rather it was based on the reasons previ-
ously stated. We then demonstrated how one 
could ask for inspection results and details 
for a named retail food facility. We also coded 
the “skill” with extra information that might 
help residents and health department staff.

Several examples follow:
• Command: “Alexa, ask my health depart-

ment how Big Billy’s Drive-In did in its last
inspection.”
Response: “Big Billy’s Drive-In was last
inspected on September 30, 2019. The
result was good with no violations.”
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• Command: “Alexa, ask my health depart-
ment for its address.”
Response: “The XYZ health department
is located at 123 North Main Street and is
open weekdays from 9:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m.”

• Command: “Alexa, ask my health depart-
ment for a food safety tip.”
Response: “Surfaces should be washed
with hot soapy water. A solution of 1 table-
spoon of unscented liquid chlorine bleach
per gallon of water can be used to sani-
tize surfaces.” (Source: U.S. Department
of Agriculture, www.choosemyplate.gov/
ten-tips-be-food-safe.)
Other ideas (not implemented) included

an inspector reviewing prior violations on
the way to an inspection, a food safety self-
audit survey for operators, and voice-based
consumer complaints.

One can appreciate how a small demon-
stration project like this one can potentially
help renew interest in the health depart-
ment’s mission—it gives health department
inspectors and restaurant staff a relaxed way
to start a conversation that ends in a mean-
ingful message and awareness. It’s also fun
and brings the spotlight back around to your
department and your passion.

Elements of a Voice-First
Demonstration Project

Select a Platform (or Platforms)
The path forward is different for each of
the three major platforms: Apple, Google,
and Amazon. In our project, we considered
which platform had the most users and was
easy to approach.

We selected the Amazon Echo for its market
penetration and its enthusiasm for businesses,
governments, and hobbyists building addi-
tional capabilities like ours. See the Resources
sidebar to begin your project journey.

Catalog Available Data Sources
There exists a plethora of public facing
sources of inspection data. For our project,
we selected a local health department with
publicly available inspection history, viola-
tions, and ratings. We avoided the permis-
sions issue by beginning with open data.

For your project, fi rst check with your
information technology (IT) department
or software vendor and ask how your data
could be made visible to devices like Ama-
zon Echo.

Build, Market, Evaluate, Iterate
The build required some programming, trial,
and error. Thankfully, the Internet provides a
universe of tutorials and examples. Still, it is
a task oriented towards the aspiring or work-
ing programmer as the fi nal result required

some JavaScript programming (although
other languages are supported).

Before you release your project to the out-
side world, you’ll have ample opportunity to
test it with your own device. This testing is
what we did at the NEHA 2019 AEC.

When you are confi dent of its usability,
there’s just one more step to make the skill
visible to the outside world and to launch
your marketing campaign. You need to com-
plete a short checklist of best practices. Pub-
lish a YouTube video showing how it works.
Who knows, it might go viral!

As we advanced our project, we found
more and more ways to add capabilities.
Repeating food safety tips was not among
our fi rst goals. As we followed tutorials, we
got excited to see the possibilities for public
health advocacy.

Corresponding Author: Darryl Booth, General
Manager, Environmental Health, Accela,
2633 Camino Ramon #500, San Ramon, CA
94583. E-mail: dbooth@accela.com.

• Steps to build a custom skill with 
Amazon Alexa: https://developer.
amazon.com/docs/custom-skills/
steps-to-build-a-custom-skill.html

• Sample code: https://github.com/
darrylbooth/Alexa-MyHealth
Department

Resources
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A credential today can improve all your tomorrows.

Choosing a career that protects the basic 
necessities like food, water, and air for 
people in your communities already proves 
that you have dedication. Now, take the 
next step and open new doors with the 
Registered Environmental Health Specialist/

Registered Sanitarian (REHS/RS) credential from NEHA. It is 
the gold standard in environmental health and shows your 
commitment to excellence—to yourself and the communities 
you serve.

Find out if you are eligible to apply at neha.org/rehs.

REHS/RS
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