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I n 2021, 20 weather or climate disasters, 
each causing over $1 billion in damage, 
affected the U.S. and its territories. These 

disasters included droughts, flooding events, 
severe storms, wildfires, and winter storms. 
Overall, they impacted human quality of life 
and had significant economic effects on the 
affected areas (Smith, 2020). State, territorial, 
local, and tribal health departments play an 
important role in responding to emergencies 
and disasters. Both during and after these 
events, it can be challenging for environmen-
tal health professionals to conduct the tra-
ditional functions of environmental health, 
such as safeguarding drinking water supplies, 
controlling disease-causing vectors, conduct-
ing food safety inspections, and ensuring safe 
and healthy building environments.

The Water, Food, and Environmental 
Health Services Branch within the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 
supports environmental health profession-
als with tools and resources to help build 
their capacity to respond to emergencies 
and disasters (CDC, 2022). The Response 
and Recovery Activities for Environmen-
tal Health (RRA) webpage highlights key 
resources for environmental health pro-
fessionals that are useful in preparing for, 
responding to, and recovering from emer-
gencies and disasters (Figure 1). The RRA 
webpage provides tools for conducting 
assessments, guidance on how to commu-
nicate with the public during and after a 
disaster, and links to partner resources that 
support recovery.

CDC assessment tools assist environmental 
health professionals by providing guidance 
after wildfires and flooding (CDC, 2021a). 
After a wildfire, environmental health pro-
fessionals might be tasked with conducting 
assessments and evaluating drinking water 
wells. The rapid assessment form from CDC 
(2021a) can help environmental health profes-
sionals quickly conduct assessments to identify 
well damage and the risk associated with using 
damaged well infrastructure. In turn, environ-
mental health professionals can provide guid-
ance to well owners on well water testing and 
taking action to repair damaged wells.

With flooding events, it is important to 
understand when outdoor areas can be safe 
to use after flood waters subside. Wastewa-
ter treatment plants, sewer lift stations and 
collection systems, and individual or com-
munity septic systems can contaminate pub-
lic spaces like ball fields, playgrounds, and 
residential yards (U.S. Environmental Protec-
tion Agency, 2001). Floodwater and standing 
water can be dangerous, making humans and 
animals more vulnerable to infectious dis-
eases, chemical hazards, and injuries (CDC, 
2020). CDC (2021b) guidance on reopen-
ing outdoor spaces after flooding outlines a 
risk assessment approach that environmental 
health professionals can use to determine 
when it is acceptable to use a public outdoor 
space again.

Clear and effective communication is a cru-
cial life-saving component in public health 
emergency response. Because misinformation 
can spread quickly, it is especially important 
to speak, communicate, and engage with 
your audience during a response (Khan et 
al., 2021). The Crisis and Emergency Risk 
Communication (CERC) program describes 
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evidence-based principles to successfully
communicate during emergencies (CDC,
2018). The CERC program was developed
from past public health emergencies and
research in the fi elds of public health, psy-
chology, and emergency risk communication.
The CERC program provides trainings, tools,
and resources for health communicators,
emergency responders, and leaders of organi-
zations to help with effective communication
during emergencies.

Environmental health disasters pose a
risk for foodborne and waterborne disease

outbreaks. To assist with outbreak investiga-
tions, CDC developed the National Hypoth-
esis Generating Questionnaire, which is a
set of questions for public health offi cials
to use to interview sick people in the early
stages of a multistate foodborne or gastroin-
testinal disease outbreak investigation (CDC,
2021c). The CDC Drinking Water Advisory
Communication Toolbox provides informa-
tion on how to plan, develop, implement,
and evaluate communication activities with
the public and stakeholders during drinking
water emergencies (Figure 2). A water main
break, a drop in pressure in the water system,
fl ooding, a hurricane, or intentional contami-
nation can prompt the need for a drinking
water notifi cation or advisory.

For example, Houston, Texas, experienced
in 2020 a catastrophic 96-in. water main
break. As a result, 95% of the city was under
a boil water notice, affecting 13,000 food
service establishments. The Houston Health
Department and Houston Health Author-
ity used the CDC Drinking Water Advisory
Communication Toolbox as a framework for
their response. The approach in the toolbox
recognizes the differences in scope, scale, and
severity of situations that trigger advisories
and notifi cations, and describes the best com-
munication methods for those situations. Both
tools provide a streamlined process for envi-
ronmental health professionals to prevent and
mitigate foodborne and waterborne diseases.

To learn more about how CDC helped to
rebuild and increase the capacity of several
jurisdictional environmental health pro-
grams after a natural disaster, see our stories
about recovery at www.cdc.gov/nceh/ehs/rra/
stories/index.html. The tools and resources
are geared toward the needs and interests of

environmental health professionals to help
them build capacity, reduce exposures, and
improve public health in their communities
after an emergency or disaster.
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National Center for Environmental Health,
Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion, 4770 Buford Highway NE, Atlanta, GA
30341. Email: awoods2@cdc.gov.

• Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention Disaster Shelter 
Assessment: https://emergency.cdc.
gov/shelterassessment/

• Community Assessment for Public 
Health Emergency Response 
(CASPER): www.cdc.gov/nceh/
casper/default.htm

• Comprehensive Disaster 
Assessment and Readiness Tools 
(CDART): www.atsdr.cdc.gov/
CDART.html 

• Emergency Water Supply 
Planning Guide for Hospitals and 
Healthcare Facilities: www.cdc.gov/
healthywater/emergency/ewsp.html

• Environmental Health Training in 
Emergency Response (EHTER): 
www.cdc.gov/nceh/ehs/elearn/
ehter.htm

• Third Edition of the Council to 
Improve Foodborne Outbreak 
Response (CIFOR) Guidelines 
for Foodborne Disease Outbreak 
Response: http://cifor.us/
clearinghouse/cifor-guidelines-
for-foodborne-disease-outbreak-
response

• Food and Drug Administration Food 
Defense Resources: www.fda.gov/
food/food-defense

• Waterborne Disease Outbreak
Investigation Toolkit: www.cdc.
gov/healthywater/emergency/pdf/
waterborne-disease-outbreak-
toolkit-h.pdf

• Foodborne Disease Outbreak 
Investigation and Surveillance Tools: 
www.cdc.gov/foodsafety/outbreaks/
surveillance-reporting/investigation-
toolkit.html

Explore Other Resources 
for Response Recovery

Response and Recovery Activities for Environmental Health

Find response activities by environmental health mission to help you fulfi ll important roles in all-hazards emergency 
preparedness, response, recovery, and mitigation at www.cdc.gov/nceh/ehs/rra/index.html.

FIGURE 1

Drinking Water Advisory
Communication Toolbox

Use this toolbox at www.cdc.gov/healthywater/
emergency/dwa-comm-toolbox/index.html to plan, 
develop, implement, and evaluate drinking water 
advisories.

FIGURE 2

References on page 36



36   •  

   PRACTICE

References
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 

(2018). Crisis & emergency risk communi-
cation (CERC). https://emergency.cdc.gov/
cerc/index.asp

Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion. (2020). Floodwater after a disaster or 
emergency. https://www.cdc.gov/disasters/
floods/floodsafety.html

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 
(2021a). Rapid assessment form for wells 
affected by wildfire. https://www.cdc.gov/
nceh/ehs/water/private-wells/rapid-assess
ment-form-wells-after-wildfire.html

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 
(2021b). Reopening outdoor public spaces 
after flooding. https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/
ehs/rra/reopening-outdoor-spaces-after-
flooding.html

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 
(2021c). Foodborne disease outbreak inves-
tigation and surveillance tools. https://www.
cdc.gov/foodsafety/outbreaks/surveillance-
reporting/investigation-toolkit.html

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 
(2022). Response and recovery activities for 
environmental health (RRA). https://www.
cdc.gov/nceh/ehs/rra/index.html

Khan, A., Dove, T., & Segerlind, S. (2021). 
Communicating effectively to overcome 

misinformation. Journal of Environmental 
Health, 83(6), 44–46. https://www.neha.
org/node/61729

Smith, A.B. (2020). U.S. billion-dollar weather 
and climate disasters, 1980–present (NCEI 
Accession 0209268). National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration, National 
Centers for Environmental Information. 
https://doi.org/10.25921/stkw-7w73

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. (2001). 
Source water protection practices bulletin: Man-
aging sanitary sewer overflows and combined 
sewer overflows to prevent contamination of 
drinking water (EPA 916-F-01-032). https://
nepis.epa.gov/Exe/ZyPDF.cgi/901V1Q00.
PDF?Dockey=901V1Q00.PDF

continued from page 35

THANK YOU for Supporting the NEHA/AAS Scholarship Fund

  
  

  
   

 
 

  
 
   

 
  
 

 
 

  
 

  
 

 
  

  
  
 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 
 
 

  
  

 
  

  
  

  
    
  

  
 

   
 

  
 
 

  
  
  

 
 
  

 
 

 
 

  
 

 
  
  

 
 
  

 
 

  
  

  
 

 
 

  
  

 
  

  
  

 
 
 

 
  
 

 
 

  
  

  
 

 
  

  
  

  
 

  
  

 
 
 
 

 
  
  

  
  

  
  

 
 

  

 
 

 
   

 
 
  
  

  
  

 
  
  
 

  
 
  

  
  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
  

  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 

 
 
 

  
 

  
 

  
 
 

 
 
  

 
 

  
 

 
  

 
  

 
  

  
 

 
 

  
  

  
 
  

 
 

 
  
  

To donate, visit www.neha.org/donate.




