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September 17, 2015 

 

Chairman Jason Lewis 

Chairman Kate Hogan 

Joint Committee on Public Health 

State House 

Boston, MA 02133 

 

Re: Support for S1178/H1959, An Act establishing the special commission on local and regional 

public health 

 

Dear Chairman Lewis and Chairwoman Hogan: 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony in support of S1178 and H1959, a bill aimed at 

strengthening the local and regional public health system in Massachusetts, sponsored by Chairman 

Lewis and Representative Garlick. 

 

Local health authorities in Massachusetts are led and staffed by committed public servants who 

dedicate their professional lives and, in many cases, countless hours of their free time, to meet a vital 

public need. However, the local health system as it is currently structured and financed faces 

significant challenges meeting statutory responsibilities, and more importantly, fulfilling the public’s 

expectation to provide essential safeguards. 

 

Our system of local public health in Massachusetts is comprised of 351 separate boards of health at 

the municipal level. These boards have an extremely wide array of responsibilities under 

Massachusetts law. Let me give you just a few examples of what local boards of health and local 

health departments do: 

 

 Respond to reports of housing code violations, such as inadequate heat in senior housing 

during the winter. 

 Investigate outbreaks of foodborne illness and trace them back to the source of contamination 

to prevent future illness. 

 Inspect landfills and waste transfer stations to ensure no adverse effects on health. 

 Monitor water quality at public swimming pools and bathing beaches. 

 Inspect and license children’s recreational camps. 

 Enforce laws against retailers selling tobacco to minors. 

 Respond to outbreaks of infectious disease, like the H1N1 flu outbreak in 2009. 

 Prepare for potential public health emergencies, such as the possibility of Ebloa infection 

during the recent global outbreak that luckily did not reach the general public in this country. 
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Members of the public don’t know exactly who provides these services and protections, but I can 

guarantee you that each and every resident of Massachusetts expects that these protections are in 

place for themselves and their families. 

 

It is clear to us that we must find ways to build upon the strengths of our local health system while 

addressing its shortcomings. In order to do so effectively, we need a common and objective 

understanding of the state of the current system from which to build. 

 

That is why we have worked with Senator Lewis and Representative Garlick to file this legislation, 

which would establish a Special Commission on Local and Regional Health.  The Commission 

would be comprised of experienced public health officials from statewide organizations, as well as 

from communities of differing sizes; state officials from Administration and Finance, Public Health, 

and Environmental Protection; experts in municipal finance; experts in public health data collection 

and analysis; representatives from service providers, including a hospital system and community 

health center; as well as legislators.  

 

The Commission would be charged with: 

 

 Examining the capacity of local health authorities in comparison with national standards, 

including recommendations from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and other 

national organizations; 

 Assessing the capacity of local public health to carry out statutory responsibilities and 

powers under Massachusetts law;  

 Evaluating existing municipal and state resources for local health and assessing current per 

capita funding levels; 

 Evaluating the educational and training credentials of the local health workforce; 

 Evaluating existing regional collaborations and various models of service delivery; and   

 Reviewing local public health organization and financing in other states. 

 

 

The need for this analysis can be illustrated by five challenges that face our local public health 

system: 

 

First, due to the fact that there is no funding formula for health departments either at the state or 

local level, communities of the exact same population may have widely-varying levels of staffing 

and quality of services, based on the decision of municipal leaders, who may or may not always 

understand the roles and responsibilities of local health. The zip code is currently the biggest 

determining factor in the adequacy of public health services any resident of the Commonwealth will 

receive. The result for a family deciding to reside in any given community is a rolling of the dice for  
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the level and quality of public health services that are available. 

 

Second, a municipal system of local health means that small towns – including the more than 100 

towns with fewer than 5,000 residents – must strive to fulfill their responsibilities on very small 

budgets. In fact, of towns under 5,000, 78% of health departments lack even one full time staff 

person and 58% have no health inspector. Of western Massachusetts communities with little or no 

staff, 22% of health departments don’t keep records of reportable diseases. This compares to just 

1.6% for communities in metro Boston. No one should face greater risk from foodborne illness or 

communicable disease simply because they live in a small town. 

 

Third, the education levels and credentials of local health board and staff members vary widely, with 

no current standards or requirements.  

 

Fourth, local boards have the option of seeking national accreditation, which would indicate that that 

they meet nationally-recommended capabilities. However, due to the small size of nearly all of our 

local health departments, national accreditation is nearly impossible for all but a very few. 

 

Fifth and finally, long-standing regional collaborations across jurisdictions do exist, but they are the 

exception to the rule. Over the past ten years, numerous experiments with regional collaboration 

have shown promise to provide greater capacity by sharing services across a region. For several 

years federal dollars provided an incentive for local health departments to form regional districts. 

These efforts have made important progress, but they have proceeded slowly, and federal funds have 

dried up.   

 

The data and recommendations compiled by an objective group of experts in the form of the 

Commission on Local and Regional Health, will equip us to better understand the strengths and 

weaknesses of the current system and to identify opportunities to enhance the capacity, 

functionality, and efficiency of the local health system.  

 

The residents of Massachusetts who eat at restaurants, live in houses, send children to camp, swim 

at public beaches, or interact with others who might at some point pass along a communicable 

disease – these residents expect and are depending on basic safeguards being in place. Let’s ensure 

that Massachusetts is doing everything possible to ensure this simple expectation is being met. 

 

Sincerely,  

                
Rebekah Gewirtz   Maddie Ribble 

Executive Director   Director of Public Policy 
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