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Good morning. 'm very glad to be here today, kicking off the Multi-State Learning Collaborative’s Open
Forum. It’s wonderful to see so many familiar faces and new partners in the room.

This is going to be a wonderful event. And for our first order of business, please join me in thanking
our hosts who pulled it all together: the National Network of Public Health Institutes: Thank you!

I'd also like to introduce my colleagues who are here with me from the Robert Wood Johnson
Foundation: Pamela Russo, Abbey Cofsky, Ari Kramer, and Katie Wehr.

We are all here to answer your questions, so please find us.

Most importantly, I want to thank all of you for making the effort to be here and participating in this
meeting. This is a hectic time of year for everyone.

So, I know it’s no small accomplishment that you’re here today. There’s a lot going on. Summer
vacation is a memory.

At home, we’re thinking about family routines, back to school, maybe sending kids away to college.
You know what I mean.

And at work—at least for many in this room—there’s another big transition to deal with: flu season is
upon us.

Hard to believe only a year ago we were in the midst of the HIN1 frenzy.

People were worried. Vaccines were in short supply. Public health departments scrambled to prepare for
a potentially calamitous outbreak. U.S. News & World Report referred to it as the “most hyped and
harrowing flu season in recent memory.” That sounds about how I remember it.

But what a difference a year makes.

I’'m sure you’ve seen the news reports so far. I first noticed them at the end of August. It’s going to be
a milder flu season this year. And the vaccine is already available to anyone who wants it.

In fact, when I arrived in town last night, I saw a CVS with a big poster in the window advertising flu
shots.

Why the difference?

Well, I know it’s not like public health professionals to take all the credit—but, you surely deserve most
of it this time.
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When the vaccine was finally available last year, who was on the front lines delivering it?
Who was answering the questions?

Delivering the messages?

All the while preparing for a possible pandemic?

It’s the work you do every day that protected the rest of us from H1N1 last year— and will protect us
again this year and every year going forward.

And it’s no surprise that the efforts you’re making to improve quality in public health departments—
like stepping up HIN1 preparedness— are paying off.

A study by Glen Mays found that accredited local health departments in North Carolina were better
prepared to respond to HINI. Isn’t that right, Glen?

When called upon to provide vaccines, they were faster out of the gate than non-accredited
departments.

Think about it, his is an unprecedented and powerful piece of information.

It is the type of evidence we all will need a lot more of to advocate for public health months and years

ahead.

And I'm delighted to say, it is the type of evidence that is beginning to emerge from the truly
pioneering work you are doing in accreditation and quality improvement.

As practitioners of public health, I suspect you have very little time to step back and think about how
far the field has come—and the central role you have played in bringing it to this point.

But let me tell you as we gather today, this is a landmark moment this is for American public health.

It is because of you—your leadership and commitment to protecting the health of all Americans—that
we are standing together at the dawn of a new era in public health.

It’s the era of quality improvement and national accreditation.

Five years ago, a system of national accreditation for public health was but an idea we thought was
worth exploring.

Today, not only is that idea on the verge of becoming a reality, but American public health is on the
cusp of a tremendous transformation.
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It is a transformation that raises the bar and holds public health to a higher standard: ensuring that all
of us—no matter where we live—receive the right level of services from our public health departments.

In this, a new era, public health:
e  Will be accredited and accountable for making people healthier
e  Will perform to evidence-based standards
e  Will be reliant on quality improvement and best practices to enhance performance... and
e Engaged in the political process as a means of advocating for public health
This is what you’ve all been working toward for five years, five years.
Let’s take a minute to reflect on that.
Think about all that has been accomplished since 2005, when the first phase of the MLC was launched.

Think about everything that needed to fall into place if national accreditation was to become a reality.

Think about the partnerships needed locally, statewide, nationwide and within tribal communities to
make it work.

Think about the cooperation and collaboration, the leadership, the shared vision, the shared learning
between and among thousands of stakeholders.

Five years ago, none of us in this room knew if any of this was even feasible.

Imagine my delight when I learned that the Florida Department of Health did such a phenomenal job
generating interest in national accreditation that 16 local health departments applied for the beta test.

Only two were chosen but, they wanted to keep that momentum going with the others.
So they brought them together and invited all other local health departments around the state to join a
new collaborative to help them prepare together for national accreditation.

If my facts are up to date—and I hope our friends from Florida will correct me if they’re not—30 local
health departments around the state have joined so far.
Today, a result of similar efforts across the country, we are on target to officially launch national
accreditation in 2011.

And... we are working toward our shared vision of having all Americans served by nationally
accredited health departments, no matter where they live.

Congratulations to all of you—the innovators and change agents for leading this effort and getting us to
this point!

I remember, just two years ago, addressing many of you at a joint ASTHO-NACCHO event in
Sacramento. At the time, I spoke about how hard it is to change, and how hard it is to lead change.
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I said you were the only ones who could lead public health forward, who could propel the necessary
change.

And 1 spoke about the costs of not doing so.
In that speech, I said public health had reached its moment of truth.

I urged you, our public health leaders, to seize that moment—to strike the match that would ignite a
movement. Because as our New Jersey home boy, Bruce Springsteen says: “You can’t start a fire without a
spark.”

Clearly, you not only struck the match, you lit the fire of change. You lit the fire of national
accreditation.

And 1 marvel at what has been learned so far in the states that are pioneering accreditation. For
example:
e In Kansas, the Northwest region saw an 18 percent increase in low-income pregnant women
receiving early prenatal care from their health departments.
0  And another region saw a 7 percent increase.

e Minnesota worked on ensuring that infants who screen positive for certain disorders receive
appropriate follow-up care. They had found inefficiencies—things like redundancies, re-entering
of data, unnecessary delays. So they rolled their sleeves up and redesigned their processes. They
saw many improvements.

0 One example: the time between detection of a hearing disorder and intervention was
reduced from 58 to 23 days... 58 to 23. That’s a 61% reduction.

e In Belknap, New Hampshire, a community health assessment identified obesity as a top health
issue. So the public health department and the schools worked together toward a goal of getting
at least 60% of 2™ graders to bring only healthy snacks to school.

Following their intervention which included field trips to grocery stores, taste tests, and nutrition
education—77 percent of 2™ graders were bringing fresh fruits and vegetables for snack time. Raise the bar

and exceed the bar—I love it!

Make no mistake; this is evidence demonstrating the value of accreditation and quality
improvement.

But maybe you’re thinking it’s not enough.

Or maybe you’re wondering how you can afford to improve performance—let alone the health of your
entire community—when your budget is shrinking.

I’s a fair question. These are difficult times. We all know that:
e 15 percent of the local public health workforce was lost over 2008 and 2009
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e  And that federal spending on public health has been flat for five years.

So you might be thinking: How can my department possibly afford to keep investing in these changes
right now?

But I would ask in return: How can you afford not to?

It’s more important now than ever to be able to show that you’re spending limited resources wisely and
demonstrating a return on investment. That you’re improving the health of people in your communities.

Think about it. If you were voting on budget appropriations, what sort of proof would you want to
base your decision on?

You’d want data—the kind of data that will now be generated continually through the cycle of
accreditation and quality improvement. This movement you’ve created will provide the answers you need
when policy-makers and the public ask what they’re getting for their public dollars.

And make no mistake, they will ask.

The challenge for you is to both generate that data and share it with decision-makers. And that means
engaging policy-makers and the public now.

Tell them your story.

Tell them why you are committed to national accreditation. Show them the return on investment.

Explain that accreditation is not just about a piece of paper. It is about always striving to do things
better. To continually improve not just quality and performance of public health departments, but health

of our people.

If the new public health is to thrive, you must be not only leaders, but ambassadors. Public health has
hidden its light under a bushel for too long.

Many policy-makers don’t know what you do. Too often, when I visit with members of Congress, I see
their eyes glaze over when I mention public health.

They need to hear from you—in Washington, in your state capitals, in your districts and counties. You
should be who they think of first when they think of public health.

Your face should appear in their mind’s eye when they hear or read anything about public health.

I know some of you learned this first hand a few months ago, when you visited Capitol Hill through
our Connect program. You have to find that connection. You have to tell a story.

I understand the team from Michigan made a deep impression and real connection with their
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legislators because they told a powerful story about a young man named Lamott.

This young man was a student at Central Michigan University, but he could be any legislator’s son.

The school year was over, exams were behind him, and he was ready for some fun. So he made the
rounds—party hopping, visiting, having a great time with friends. Sounds like the typical life of a college
student, doesn’t it?

But, tragically, soon after, Lamott died suddenly of bacterial meningitis.

And here’s where public health stepped in.

Within hours of his death, his local health department was on the case. Within two and a half days, 27
local health departments had screened more than 600 people for their risk of exposure.

More than 160 of Lamott’s close contacts received preventive treatment.

Fortunately, no other cases were found. A tragic story that could have been much, much worse, if not

for public health.

The health departments attribute their success to—guess what—accreditation. By establishing standards,
they say it raised the bar on controlling the outbreak.

These are the stories that must be told and must be heard. These are the stories that make public health
real for everyone outside this room.

And, while 'm talking about stories, the Foundation recently created a video series to help make the
case for investing in public health. It’s called “Building Blocks to Accreditation.”

And the first video tells a wonderful story about the Bethlehem, Pennsylvania health bureau
implementing a QI curriculum that was donated by a local business.
It makes a compelling case for the direct connection between quality improvement efforts and improved

health outcomes.

We hope you’ll check it out—you’ll receive a DVD of it during tomorrow’s panel on engaging policy-
makers.

It’s also on our Web site at rwjf.org.

We’re creating these stories because we can’t afford not to shout out the value of public health, using
the evidence base that we are building together.

And I do mean together.

There’s no question you are traveling a challenging road, but you are not alone.
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The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation is with you. We are committed to a new future for public

health.
To creating stronger, more resilient health departments.
To making tomorrow a healthier place for everyone.

And we are deeply committed to public health accreditation because we believe it will help our nation
realize this vision.

Now is the time to transform public health. Thanks to the efforts of many of you in this room, the
Affordable Care Act makes wellness and prevention national priorities.

It’s a clarion call from the very top to show America what public health can do.
To prove that every community so that it can be a safe and healthy place to live, learn, work, and play.

Yes, the transformation is well under way. Again, thanks to all of you.
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