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Environmental Health Workforce 
KEY ISSUES

· No national definition or recognition of what is an Environmental Health Officer.
· The need of a strategic statement on the Environmental Health Officer workforce and the broader environmental health workforce by enHealth. 

· Current and projected shortage of Environmental Health Officers.
· Difficulty with obtaining undergraduate enrolments in Environmental Health Officer courses.
· Minimal understanding within the community of environmental health management by local government.
BACKGROUND

Environmental Health has a wide agenda and its scope is articulated and documented in the National Environmental Health Strategy and acknowledges the Environmental Health Officer and broader environmental health workforce. As this is a large section of work to be progressed by enHealth, prioritising components of the Environmental Health Workforce was considered necessary to assist with progressing the agenda. A priority component considered appropriate at this stage is the EHO workforce.    
Environmental health officers (EHO) or known by previous titles like health inspector, have been the key profession undertaking environmental health management in Australia. While it is recognised within the EHO profession that environmental health is broader that the duties and role of the EHO, EHOs are the primary organised national workforce that undertakes specific environmental health management, particularly through local government. This is demonstrated where communities, like Indigenous communities, that lack basic environmental health infrastructure and management systems, generally have not had access to a sufficient and qualified environmental health workforce.
The EHO has broad skills and are considered by many as specialist generalists in environmental health, and have a unique position with improving public health at the local level. While many EHOs may be equipped with the knowledge and skills to have wider involvement with environmental determinants of health, the sometimes narrow scope of duties based on regulation has not sufficiently utilised their fundamental skills as a public health practitioner and are sometimes sidelined as a technical and enforcement officer. Furthermore with the modern agenda of government restructures, particularly local government, the EHO is sectioned to a regulatory function and the departments that they are located do not have a strategic direction based on health protection or improvement. A UK Health Development Agency report in 2002 (A Vision for Environmental Health 2012) found these issues and described it as deskilling EHOs which caused dissatisfaction with existing EHOs and reducing student intake.
EHOs are employed mainly in government positions at the local, State and Federal level, but also internationally eg Red Cross and there is a growing market of private consultants.

All levels of government are having difficulties with recruiting qualified EHOs. Recent reports from the UK and USA also identify  a shortage of EHOs. Other countries are using an Environmental Health Technician to undertake some of the more basic functions of environmental health practice at the local level. 
AIEH determines that for a person to be employed and practice as an  Environmental Health Officer the person must have graduated from a university course accredited by the AIEH or a course recognised as equivalent (ie international). Some States or Territories specify what qualifications are required to practice as an Environmental Health Officer, which generally include AIEH accredited courses.  

EHO Workforce Demographics

A South Australian report (2004) highlighted the changed workforce of EHOs from predominantly middle aged male to either a young or near retiring workforce where the younger age group is mainly female. (See web link)
This has issues regarding replacing the retiring cohort of EHOs and strategies to retain the workforce through family friendly policies. Compounding this are the general skills that the qualified EHO possess allows them to move positions within the employer ranks or seeks further employment in other sectors. While this is seen as positive for the profession, it leaves a workforce void to fill.
Education
AIEH has an Accreditation Policy and process (see attached) for courses that are designed to have graduates that have common core competentices that gives them the board skills to be recognised to practice as an EHO by AIEH. 

AIEH supports multiple entry pathways into the EHO profession and study options. This includes undergraduate and post graduate degrees and distance and on-campus study. From 2007 it is expected that AIEH will have accredited undergraduate courses offered in each State and the Northern Territory. AIEH also aims to finalise its post graduate policy which will probably include Graduate Diploma and Master Degree recognition. Across Australia, there will be offered by universities undergraduate and post graduate courses for EHOs including options for on-campus and external study. However, universities are a business and will close courses if they are not viable and therefore there is a role for the promotion and support for the EHO courses. 
Once the Accreditation policy is progressed for EHOs courses, it is expected that other post graduate courses could be explored for accreditation by AIEH or in partnership with other organisations for education of a broader environmental health workforce. Areas such as toxicology and health risk assessment could have an accreditation policy framework developed with stakeholders to identify core competencies in consultation with stakeholders to guide universities with developing courses for improving such skills in public health professionals. This would require strong support from jurisdictions before it could be progressed.   
The Environmental Health Worker courses articulate to the undergraduate degree with the University of Western Sydney and the soon to be AIEH accredited Northern Territory degree which will provide a specific focus and the much needed support for Indigenous communities.
Initial Progress
Separating issues regarding the EHO workforce and the broader environmental health workforce.

· Priorities the commitment to the above workforce issues by enHealth. 

Identifying and promoting suitable models of environmental health management within local government. This could include:

· Joint Local Government Health Authorities eg Eastern Health Authority
· Cadetships

· Contractors

· Sharing of EHO resources by local governments
· Group employers of EHOs
· Models for Indigenous communities
· Paraprofessionals or EH technicians
Funding

· Commonwealth and/or State funding for student placements (eg Commonwealth consideration as an at risk profession.

· Cadetship funding (see attachment).
Awareness

· Promoting the EHO profession in partnership with all agencies.
· enHealth engage Commonwealth Government departments regarding the profession.

DOCUMENTS ATTACHED 
AIEH Accreditation Policy
UK Workforce Funding

DOCUMENTS LINKED 

UK Environmental Health 2012  http://www.publichealth.nice.org.uk/page.aspx?o=502185
SA EHO Workforce Review
http://www.lga.sa.gov.au/site/page.cfm?u=191&c=7380
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