Public Health’s Risk Communications Role in Public Health Emergencies Requiring Isolation and Quarantine 

As in any emergency, public health’s communication function is essentially about getting the right information to the right people in time for the information to be effective.  

At Public Health—Seattle and King County, our audience is vast.  It includes all of King County, which is home to 1.8 million people--a population equal to or greater than 14 of the 50 United States. King County is also a significant transportation hub.  Each year nearly 30 million passengers travel through SeaTac Airport, 1.1 million of these originating from international destinations. SeaTac is only a nine hour flight from both Tokyo and London. Our marine ports on Puget Sound, bustling with trade, are closer to Asia than any other major ports on the U.S. West Coast. By car, we are less than two hours away from the U.S.-Canadian border, 113 miles (182 km) to the north. During summer nearly 200,000 passengers disembark from over 100 cruise ships from the world’s oceans. A daily fact of life in our county is the confluence of local residents and domestic and international visitors. 
Many vulnerable populations are spread throughout King County, including people with disabilities, homeless individuals, people with serious mental illnesses, minority groups, non-English speakers, children, and frail elderly. Many do not have a regular health care provider and are beyond the reach of traditional public health and other emergency response systems.
As many as 50 to 60 languages are spoken in schools and at least 10 languages groups require regular translation and interpreter services in public health clinics alone. 
We also have the responsibility to connect King County’s 19 hospitals, over 7000 medical professionals, 27 community health centers, several specialty care facilities, and numerous primary care organizations to its public health preparedness network.  Similarly, first response organizations are included in this network of preparedness planning are 30 fire departments that provide Basic or Advanced Life Support response throughout the county, 8 HAZMAT teams, and 29 local law enforcement agencies that have jurisdictional authority for response to acts of bioterrorism.

We are taking the following actions to enhance our ability to reach more deeply into our community, actions that other local health jurisdictions may also wish to undertake.  

· We are expanding our mechanisms for reaching the media and public by building an emergency contact data base and enhanced blast fax capacity.  The list is extensive and includes numerous categories:

· First Responders

· Health Care Providers

· Employees

· Families (non-traditional, too)

· Ethnic & Minority Groups

· Immigrants (undocumented)

· Tribes, Sovereign Nations

· Limited English Speakers
· People with Disabilities 

· Blind, Deaf, & Hard of Hearing

· Retirees

· Clients/Consumers

· Children (Latchkey, too)

· Faith-based Communities

· American Red Cross

· Community Organizations

· Homeless

· Shut-ins

· Mentally Ill/Mental Health System

· Local Residents

· Business & Community Leaders

· Elected Officials

· State, Local, Federal Public Health Agencies

· Schools

· Homeland Security, FBI

· Agriculture, USDA, FDA

· Legal & Consumer Advocates

· Unions or Labor 

· Media

· Public
· We are providing risk communications training to providers and emergency response partners.
· We are continuously assessing the communication needs of the media, vulnerable populations, hospital public information officers, and other stakeholders.
· We are develop and maintaining informational materials and distribution channels.
