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I am pleased to present the Harris County Public Health and Environmental Services
(HCPHES) 2008 Annual Report.  As in prior years, this report tells a story of how we
continue to strive for excellence in promoting healthy communities, preventing illness
and injury and protecting health in Harris County.  In addition, local data trends
illustrating the state of health in Harris County are provided, informing us where
opportunities lie to improve the health and well-being of county residents.  It is our
hope that you will find the information in this report compelling and insightful,
capturing the essence of public health in action and the importance of community
partnerships across multiple, diverse sectors as we continue along the path of fulfilling
our vision of “Healthy People, Healthy Communities ...a Healthy Harris County.”

I invite you to visit our website at www.hcphes.org to learn more about the many
important issues that impact the health of our communities.  

As always, I extend my sincere appreciation to the Honorable Members of Harris
County Commissioners Court for their ongoing leadership and support for priority
public health issues.

Herminia Palacio, M.D., M.P.H.
Executive Director
Harris County Public Health and Environmental Services

Public health works to
assure the conditions in
which people can be
healthy.

- Institute of Medicine1

Director’s Message

1 Institute of Medicine, Committee on Assuring the Health of the Public in the 21st Century, Board on Health
Promotion and Disease Prevention. The Future of the Public’s Health in the 21st Century. Washington, DC: The
National Academies Press, 2003.
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former U.S. Surgeon
General

Table of Contents



4



Core Values

Excellence
Compassion
Flexibility
Integrity

Accountability
Professionalism

HCPHES Mission, Vision and Core Values

A person born in the
United States in 1900
could expect to live to be
about 45 years old.  A
person born at the end of
the 20th century could
expect to live to be 76.
While five of these 30
years are attributable to
medical advances such
as “miracle drugs” and
new surgical techniques,
25 of these additional
years of life are
attributable to changes
brought about by public
health, including cleaner
water, safer food and
better nutrition.2

5

Vision

Healthy People, Healthy Communities
...a Healthy Harris County

Mission

Promoting a Healthy and Safe Community
Preventing Illness and Injury

Protecting You

HCPHES, Your Department for Life

2 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.  Ten Great Public Health Achievements - United States, 1900-
1999.  MMWR 1999;48:241-243.
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HCPHES in Action:  Hurricane Ike

 

The National Incident
Management System is
the federally-mandated
management structure
intended for use during
disasters.

A Case Study in Public Health:  HCPHES Responds to Hurricane Ike

In the early morning of Saturday, September 13, Hurricane
Ike made landfall over the east end of Galveston Island,
then followed a path over Harris County.  This large
Category 2 storm brought widespread damage, extended
power outages and the risk of disease and injury.  

Prior to and following landfall, HCPHES worked with Harris County leadership to
manage a large-scale, multi-focused public health response to ensure the health and
safety of Harris County residents.  Within the County’s National Incident
Management System (NIMS)-compliant incident command structure, HCPHES led
the Public Health Medical Branch, coordinating the following activities:  

Disease and Injury Surveillance – HCPHES conducted disease and injury
surveillance at area hospitals and American Red Cross shelters operating in the
HCPHES jurisdiction.  HCPHES coordinated with hospital staff and shelter
coordinators to establish a system where reports of occurrences of hurricane-related
disease or injury were provided on an ongoing basis. 

Environmental Assessment and Control –
HCPHES initiated proactive environmental
monitoring at area food establishments,
drinking water and wastewater treatment
plants, area landfills and a variety of regulated
industries.  HCPHES investigators responded
to citizen complaints related to open burning
of debris, sanitary sewer overflows and spoiled
food.  HCPHES also provided sanitation, food
inspection and environmental health services
at all American Red Cross shelters operating in
the HCPHES jurisdiction.

Hurricane Ike at landfall

A restaurant in the Seabrook area 
after Hurricane Ike



The HCPHES veterinary
public health facility was
without power for almost
two weeks, maintaining
full operations with the
aid of generator power
and a temporary
overflow shelter. 

Mosquito Control – Immediately following
landfall, HCPHES staff initiated daily assessments
of the mosquito population throughout the County.
This included monitoring mosquito population
density as well as testing for West Nile Virus.
These assessments informed the scope and timing
of intensive mosquito spraying operations, which
were conducted September 21-29 and included
ground spraying by truck and aerial spraying by
airplane.  These operations covered all of Harris
County, over one million acres.  

Veterinary Public Health – In the two weeks following landfall, HCPHES housed
288 animals at the HCPHES veterinary public health facility, including 55 pit bull-
type dogs.  This is more than 50% higher than the usual number of animals housed
at the facility, and more than 80% higher than the usual number of pit bull-type dogs.
During this period HCPHES responded to 91 bite case reports, which is
approximately 100% more than would be expected.  

Launching aerial spray operations

Many community drinking water and wastewater systems were without power for an
extended period of time following Hurricane Ike.  For example, two weeks after landfall,
over 240 local drinking water systems were under Boil Water Notices and 30 had no
water or power.  There were numerous instances of sewage backing up and overflowing
into homes and streets due to lack of power at wastewater systems’ lift stations.  

Following Hurricane Ike, HCPHES established contact with 740 community and
residential water systems in Harris County in order to determine their operational status.
This information was provided on an ongoing basis to Harris County leadership and
local media outlets so that residents would know if their water was safe to drink.   After
response activities concluded, HCPHES worked with County partners and stakeholders
from local water and wastewater systems to develop long-term solutions to ensure that
systems maintain operations following large-scale emergencies.

HCPHES in Action:  Hurricane Ike
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Public Information – HCPHES crafted a
variety of messages intended to provide the
public with information critical to protecting
their health and safety in a post-hurricane
environment.  Topics included the safe
operation of generators, the importance of
tetanus vaccination, the risks of area surface
waters, safe food handling practices, the risks
of burning storm debris, staying safe around
animals and information about mosquitoes and
mosquito spraying operations.  HCPHES
worked with the County’s Joint Information
Center to ensure that these messages reached
the public in a timely manner through a variety
of media channels.

In addition, all of HCPHES’ services for the public were business as usual beginning
September 16.  Further, HCPHES maintained several of its critical public health
services in the face of extensive facility damage.  For example: 

In the two weeks following landfall, HCPHES provided Women, Infants and
Children (WIC) nutrition services to 349 individuals, including those who were
newly eligible due to the loss of their home.  HCPHES sustained damage to several
of its 13 WIC offices, and coordinated with Harris County Commissioner Precinct 2
to transport clients to WIC offices that were still operational.

In the two weeks following landfall, HCPHES provided clinical preventive services
to over 1,300 patients at five of its six health clinics.  Because HCPHES’ LaPorte
Health Clinic was damaged and out of service for several weeks, the HCPHES
satellite clinic in Webster converted from operating one day per week to full-time
operations.  

HCPHES utilized its
mobile immunization van
to provide tetanus,
influenza and other
vaccines to 156 persons
at local American Red
Cross shelters.

HCPHES in Action:  Hurricane Ike
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HCPHES in 2008:  Accomplishments and Highlights

HCPHES conducts a breadth of ongoing assessment, policy development and
education and assurance activities – three categories considered to be the core
functions of public health.  Following is an overview of selected HCPHES
accomplishments and highlights from 2008.  

HCPHES Assessment Activities

Monitoring for Dengue in Harris County

Dengue is a mosquito-borne viral illness that can be fatal in humans.  Due to the
presence of dengue along the Texas-Mexico border, increasing global travel and
optimal mosquito habitats in Harris County, in 2008 HCPHES initiated proactive
measures to assess the threat of dengue locally.

Collaborating with researchers from the University of Texas School of Public Health
(UTSPH), HCPHES identified geographic areas within Harris County that may be at
higher risk for the presence of dengue in the mosquito population.  HCPHES then
worked with UTSPH to determine the best
suveillance methods for accurate and timely
identification of the presence of dengue virus
among mosquitoes.  This involved developing
a system for trapping, sampling and testing
multiple species of mosquitoes in high-risk
geographic areas.  During a two-month period
in the fall of 2008, over 16,500 mosquitoes
were collected for initial dengue virus testing,
which is scheduled to occur in 2009.  

In conjunction with these monitoring activities, HCPHES is evaluating control
measures for two of the mosquito species associated with dengue and testing
resistence among the insecticides used against these species.  Further, HCPHES is
enhancing its public education efforts to include information about dengue.

Public health assessment
activities include
ongoing monitoring of
the community’s health
status and diagnosing
and investigating health
problems.

In 1985 a scientist from
what was then known as
the Harris County
Mosquito Control
District first identified
the presence of Aedes
albopictus mosquito
populations in the
continental U.S.  These
mosquitoes, native to
Asia and Australia, were
collected in tire dumps
throughout the County.

HCPHES will also
utilize the dengue
monitoring system to
track chikungunya fever,
another re-emerging
mosquito-borne disease.

The Aedes albopictus mosquito, found in
Harris County, can be a dengue vector

HCPHES in 2008:  Accomplishments and Highlights
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Conducting Epidemiological Investigations

In addition to conducting ongoing surveillance to detect and monitor notifiable
conditions, HCPHES participates in many special epidemiologic investigations.  In
late May 2008 HCPHES received reports of a cluster of Salmonella Saintpaul
infections among Harris County residents.  Within a short time it became apparent
that these cases were linked to a multi-state outbreak of salmonellosis that had
sickened over 1,300 persons.  

In coordination with the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), the
Texas Department of State Health Services (TDSHS) and the Houston Department
of Health and Human Services (HDHHS), HCPHES conducted interviews
throughout the summer among approximately 90 County residents who had been
infected, determining that exposure had likely occurred after consuming certain foods
at several local restaurants.  Although the initial assumption among Federal officials
was that tomatoes were the culprit, the investigative work carried out by HCPHES
helped to confirm an alternate theory that contaminated jalapeno and serrano peppers
were to blame.

HCPHES investigators also worked with CDC, TDSHS
and HDHHS to conduct environmental assessments at the
restaurants where exposure had occurred.  Investigators
conducted an extensive analysis of the “food flows” of the
jalapeno and serrano peppers used at the restaurants,
ultimately tracing their origin to a Texas warehouse that
had received contaminated peppers from a grower
implicated in the nationwide investigation.  

In addition, HCPHES investigated several outbreaks of norovirus in Harris County
in 2008.  For example, in March HCPHES investigated an outbreak among
employees of a unit at a local petrochemical facility.  Although the source of the
outbreak could not be confirmed, HCPHES identified several practices common in
many workplaces that could have contributed to its spread.  For example, the unit kept
a communal bowl of unpackaged candies – employees would scoop out the candies
with their hands, a practice that could have contributed to viral spread.  HCPHES
worked with the facility’s medical staff to develop and implement recommendations
to prevent future outbreaks in the workplace setting.

Salmonella Saintpaul is
a strain of bacteria that
causes salmonellosis, a
diarrheal illness that can
be severe among infants,
the elderly and those
with a compromised
immune system.  During
the course of the Harris
County outbreak, 26
people were hospitalized
and two died.

Noroviruses are a group
of viruses that spread
easily from person to
person and cause
gastroenteritis, often
called “stomach flu.”  

HCPHES in 2008:  Accomplishments and Highlights
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Monitoring Air Quality

On an ongoing basis HCPHES monitors the quality of air in both outdoor and indoor
settings.  HCPHES conducts real-time assessment of outdoor air quality through its
Ozone Monitoring Network, managing twelve monitors located near residential areas
that record neighborhood-specific ozone data.  The information provided by these
monitors informs the issuance of “ozone alerts” aimed at helping residents –
particularly seniors, young children and pregnant women – make real-time decisions
about their outdoor activities.

HCPHES also conducts the Fence Line and Neighborhood Ambient Chemicals
Sampling Program.  HCPHES collects air samples from near the fence lines of local
petrochemical facilities, as well as neighborhoods that are next to these facilities.
HCPHES analyzes the air samples to determine the level of certain hazardous air
pollutants and volatile organic compounds (VOCs), comparing them to Texas
Commission on Environmental Quality (TCEQ) Effects Screening Levels to assess
their potential health and environmental impacts.  HCPHES utilizes the results to
develop evidence-based toxins control strategies.

In addition to monitoring the air outdoors, HCPHES assesses indoor air quality at
high-risk workplaces.  HCPHES classifies certain occupational settings as high-risk
based on potential health risks related to the materials or chemicals commonly used
or the activities performed.  

For example, auto body paint shops are classified as high-
risk because of the VOCs commonly found in auto spray
paints.  HCPHES classifies nail salons as high-risk due to
the presence of multiple indoor air contaminants, such as
VOCs found in nail polish removers and particulate matter
from nail filing activities.  In 2008 HCPHES audited
approximately 200 high-risk workplaces to determine
compliance with State and Federal safety standards and
precautions.  Following each audit, HCPHES provided
recommendations for improvement and conducted follow-
up inspections to ensure their adoption.

In 2008 HCPHES
partnered with the Texas
Department of Family
and Protective Services
to encourage local day
care providers to
subscribe to the TCEQ’s
electronic Ozone Alert
Network, which provides
emails describing air
quality forecasts and,
when conditions
warrant, ozone alerts.

To subscribe, visit
www.tceq.state.tx.us.

HCPHES in 2008:  Accomplishments and Highlights
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Investigating Zoonotic Illnesses

Zoonotic diseases are infections transmitted from
animals to humans.  HCPHES investigates events in
which potentially infected animals come in contact
with Harris County residents.  In March 2008
HCPHES learned that a local veterinarian suspected
that a marmoset, recently adopted as a pet by a
Harris County family, may be infected with monkey
pox.  Monkey pox is a rare viral disease originating
from western and central Africa, transmitted to
humans through bites from infected animals.  

At the outset of the investigation, HCPHES found that the marmoset was very ill and
had numerous lesions in its mouth.  As diagnostic tests were carried out, the family’s
teenaged child began experiencing flu-like illness, also developing mouth lesions.
During the investigation, HCPHES learned that the marmoset had recently bitten the
teenager on the lip.  

Because it was difficult to determine the origin of the animal, the possibility of a
herpes B infection – a viral illness common in some primates but potentially fatal in
humans – had to be considered.  Further, HCPHES learned that the teenager’s father
sometimes fed the marmoset food from his own mouth.

Laboratory tests showed that the marmoset, who died at the end of March, was ill
with herpes simplex virus, rather than herpes B or monkey pox.  The HCPHES
investigation indicated that the father initially had the herpes simplex virus and
passed it to the marmoset.  The marmoset then passed the virus to the teenager when
the animal bit the child on the lip. 

According to CDC,
approximately 60% of all
human pathogens are
zoonotic.

This investigation
uncovered the first
documented evidence of
a human passing the
herpes simplex virus to a
marmoset.

HCPHES in 2008:  Accomplishments and Highlights
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the common marmoset



HCPHES Policy Development and Education Activities

Providing Online Food Inspection Results

In order to help Harris County residents make informed choices before dining out,
HCPHES launched online access to food establishment inspection results in March
2008.  As a result, inspection reports for over 6,700 retail food establishments in
unincorporated Harris County and the 20 smaller municipalities in which HCPHES
conducts food inspections are now readily available to the public.

HCPHES inspects food establishments from one to six times per year depending upon
risk factors such as the type of food prepared, how the food is prepared, how well the
establishment has rated in the past and the amount of control the establishment’s
manager has over food preparation.  When a food establishment has not complied
with a State or local food safety regulation, the establishment is given a violation.
Violations are grouped as critical or non-critical violations.  Only critical violations
are posted online.

The food inspection results webpage, located
at www.hcphes.org, is updated daily.
HCPHES investigators enter inspection results
on-site at each food establisment during the
inspection process – this information is
transmitted in real-time to a database housed
at HCPHES.  Each afternoon this database is
uploaded to the HCPHES website, ensuring
timely information for the public.  Through the
end of 2008 the food inspection results
webpage was accessed over 22,000 times.  

HCPHES in 2008:  Accomplishments and Highlights

Public health policy
development and
education activities
include informing and
empowering the public,
mobilizing community
partnerships and
developing health
policies and plans.

Critical violations, if left
uncorrected, are more
likely than other
violations to contribute
to food contamination or
foodborne illness.
Examples of critical
violations include
inadequate cooking and
improper holding
temperatures.  HCPHES
conducts follow-up
inspections among food
establishments with
multiple critical food
violations in order to
ensure corrective actions
are taken.
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An HCPHES investigator enters inspection
results at a local food establishment



Promoting Responsible Pet Ownership

Continuing its work to address the marked growth in the population of pit bull-type
dogs in Harris County, in 2008 HCPHES partnered with the Spay-Neuter Assistance
Program and the PETCO Foundation to educate residents in high-risk neighborhoods
about responsible pit bull ownership and to build intolerance for dangerous dogs.
Based on data showing the volume of stray pit bull-type dogs picked up by HCPHES
Animal Control Officers and the number of bite case reports involving pit bull-type
dogs, project partners selected the 77015 zip code as its area of focus.

HCPHES first conducted two focus groups among local youths, 75% of whom
reported owning pit bull-type dogs.  Feedback from these focus groups indicated that
the youths were familiar with the terminology and process of dog fighting, owned
their pit bulls in order to hide “street weakness” and were not aware of how to
appropriately care for their animals.  

Youth feedback was used to develop messages and
materials encouraging responsible pit bull
ownership, community intolerance to dangerous
dogs and bite prevention.  Thousands of materials,
including dog leashes, posters and t-shirts, were
distributed throughout the targeted neighborhoods
– demand was so high that HCPHES had to reprint
many of the materials for further distribution.

In August 2008 project partners conducted a free spay-neuter clinic in the targeted zip
code, an area where data show that dog owners were typically resistant to spaying or
neutering their pets.  In addition to spaying or neutering 29 pit bull-type dogs,
HCPHES conducted a brief survey among the dog owners.  Notably, over 75%
reported that their dogs had already mated.

Initial data indicate project success.  For example, the number of dog bites attributed
to pit bull-type dogs in zip code 77015 in 2008 decreased by 17% when compared
to 2007.  In comparision, pit bull dog bites occurring in all of unincorporated Harris
County increased by 11% in 2008.  

Not only did data show
that animals turned in to
the HCPHES animal
shelter from the 77015
zip code and animals
picked up by HCPHES
from this area were
generally not spayed or
neutered, focus group
discussions indicated
that it was not “cool” to
spay or neuter pets.

HCPHES in 2008:  Accomplishments and Highlights
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Partnering to Reduce Chronic Disease and Injuries

In 2008 HCPHES established two key partnerships aimed at addressing priority
health issues in Harris County communities.  In January 2008 HCPHES and the
YMCA of Greater Houston were awarded $80,000 to participate in the national
Action Communities for Health, Innovation and EnVironmental ChangE (ACHIEVE)
initiative.  One of just ten sites selected across the country, the three-year
HCPHES/YMCA partnership aims to bring together local leaders and stakeholders
within the East Aldine Management District to focus on obesity, diabetes, heart
disease, healthy eating, physical activity and tobacco use.  

Project goals include increasing
opportunities for physical activity
within the District’s four community
parks; increasing the availability of
areas for safe walking and biking; and
increasing access to healthy foods.
Through 2008, project partners had
worked with community members to
develop a Community Action Plan
and to assess the current and future
status of local parks.

In September 2008 HCPHES partnered with Texas Children’s Hospital, the Harris
County Hospital District, TDSHS Region 6/5 South and Galena Park Independent
School District (GPISD) to implement the Tailored Injury Prevention Program.  This
five-year program, supported by a $600,000 grant from TDSHS, aims to equip
healthcare providers working in two GPISD school-based clinics to educate parents
of young children about injury prevention.  

The program is based upon the evidence-based “Safe n’ Sound” model, a computer-
based intervention that allows healthcare providers to input a child’s risk information
to produce tailored guidance for parents about preventing such injuries as burns, falls,
poisoning, drowning and choking, as well as promoting motor vehicle safety.

An ACHIEVE community forum with residents of the
East Aldine Management District

HCPHES in 2008:  Accomplishments and Highlights

17






















































































































































