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Introduction 
 
Public health in Washington State is at a crossroads. We face the dual challenges of a severe funding crisis 
and a change in the nature of preventable disease and illness in our state. The Agenda for Change broadly 
addresses new directions for a reformed public health system. But a reformed public health system must have 
a strong foundation of core capabilities and programs: the minimum level of public health capabilities and 
programs that must actually be present everywhere throughout the state for the system to work anywhere. 
That foundation is the focus of this work. 
 
No matter where they live, all residents of our state should be able to rely on the governmental public health 
system to possess specific skills to detect and remedy public health hazards, deliver an essential set of 
services that protect their health, and demonstrate their ability to do so by meeting specific standards.  Without 
this underlying foundation the public health system cannot operate equitably and optimally for every resident 
throughout the state of Washington.  As a basic example, the ability to detect an outbreak of infectious disease 
or foodborne bacteria needs to be present statewide to minimize harm. Foundational capabilities and services 
are not everything public health departments do, since the full set of public health services must reflect the 
environment and needs of the local public. However, only when we define the minimum foundational capacities 
and essential level of services will we have a basis for determining the level of investment needed in public 
health in Washington State. 
 
Two kinds of functions form foundational public health services in Washington: 
Foundational Capabilities such as assessment, communications, policy development, community partnerships, 
emergency preparedness, and modern business practices cut across all program areas. As such, these core 
capacities should not be supported through categorical funding tied to specific diseases or health risks 
because these vary over time, by location, and by funding reliability. Rather these basic capabilities should be 
supported by dedicated, flexible funding, assuring that all local health departments in the state have the basis 
to carry out high quality public health work on behalf of their residents, regardless of geographic location, 
population size, local tax base, or other attribute of the locality. 
 
Foundational Programs represent a basic level of service in areas such as communicable disease control and 
environmental public health. The emphasis is on population-based services that are unlikely to get done unless 
governmental public health does them. A minimum level of funding, outside of categorical funding sources, is 
needed to ensure that every resident in Washington lives in a community where the governmental public health 
system can deliver an essential, minimal level of communicable disease control, chronic disease and injury 
prevention, environmental public health, maternal/child/family health, access or linkage to clinical health care, 
and vital records. 
 
Together, the foundational capabilities and a basic level of services in each of the essential program areas are 
being called Foundational Public Health Services—those services that no community should be without, 
regardless of how the they are provided (by a local, regional, or state agency). 
 
To define those basics is not to say they are all public health should do. Public health often can and must go 
beyond the basics to protect residents’ health in response to local conditions and emerging problems. These 
foundational capabilities and programs are designed to serve as a floor to support additional public health 
services customized to the specific situations and priorities of each jurisdiction. For example, additional, key 
services including those with dedicated categorical or fee-supported mechanisms for financing will be needed 
to protect the public’s health in many locations. In Appendix A, we have included a list of examples of 
additional important public health services that are tied to other funding sources, local environments, and 
community needs and priorities. 
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Even though these additional services in Appendix A are vitally important in many jurisdictions, the focus is on 
the foundational capabilities and programs. That is partly because even this basic level of public health service 
is endangered in many Washington communities today. More fundamentally, even an expansive public health 
system that fully addresses our current problems will not work well unless it is built on a solid foundation of 
capabilities and programs. 
 
This is meant to form the basis for a long-term effort to achieve a sustainable foundation for a reformed public 
health system in Washington State. It will be important to develop cost estimates for foundational capabilities 
and programs statewide. Beyond this costing task may lie several years of additional work with partners in and 
out of government. One thing is clear enough – no sustainable system will spring up spontaneously. It is up to 
the public health community to clearly define the absolute minimum foundational public health package. If we 
do not tackle this, no one else can be expected to do so. Other states have done this, and so can we. 
 
In describing these capabilities and programs we have not divided them into state or local responsibilities 
because most of them are addressed through the combined efforts of local health jurisdictions and the state 
department of health. State and local costs will be identified in the process of developing a cost estimate, but 
we are not yet at the point where it makes sense to propose specific state or local funding sources and 
responsibilities. That discussion must involve several other partners. But that discussion cannot be rationally 
conducted without a clear idea of what minimum public health funding will pay for and what it will cost. That is 
why this initial part of the work, in which we clearly define the basics, is so critical. 
 
  
 

I. Foundational Capabilities 
Capabilities that cut across all program areas. 

 
A. Assessment (surveillance and epidemiology) 

1. Ability to collect sufficient statewide data (i.e. BRFSS, HYS, vital statistics) to develop and maintain 
electronic information systems (i.e. PHIMS, PHRED, CHARS,, CHAT) to guide public health 
planning and decision making at the state and local level. 

2. Ability to , access, analyze, and use data from  8 specific information sources, including:  1) census 
data, 2) vital statistics, 3) notifiable condition data, 4) certain clinical administrative data sets 
including hospital discharge, 5) Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance Survey, 6) Healthy Youth 
Survey, 7) basic community and environmental health indicators,  8) local and state chart of 
accounts 

3. Ability to prioritize and respond to data requests and to translate data into information and reports 
that are valid, statistically accurate, and readable to the intended audiences. 

4. Ability to conduct a basic community and statewide health assessment and identify health priorities 
arising from that assessment, including analysis of health disparities 

 
B. Emergency Preparedness (All Hazards) 

1. Ability to develop and rehearse response strategies and plans, in accordance with national and state 
guidelines, to address natural or manmade disasters and emergencies, including special protection 
of vulnerable populations 

2. Ability to lead  the ‘Emergency Support Function 8 -Public Health & Medical’  for the county, region,  
jurisdiction, and state 

3. Ability to activate emergency response personnel in the event of a public health crisis, coordinate 
with federal, state and county emergency managers and other first responders, and operate within, 
and as necessary lead, the incident management system. 

4. Promote community preparedness by communicating with the public in advance of an emergency, 
steps that can be taken before, during, or after a disaster 
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C. Communication 

1. Ability to maintain ongoing relations with local and statewide media including ability to write a press 
release, conduct a press conference, and use electronic communication tools to interact with the 
media. 

2. Ability to develop and implement a communication strategy, in accordance with Public Health 
Accreditation Board Standards, to increase visibility of a specific public health issue and 
communicate risk. This includes the ability to provide information on health risks, healthy behaviors, 
and disease prevention in culturally and linguistically appropriate formats for the various communities 
served, including use of electronic communication tools 

 
D. Policy Development and Support 

1. Ability to develop basic public health policy recommendations that are evidence-based and legally 
feasible 

2. Ability to work with partners and policy makers to enact policies that are evidence-based Ability to 
utilize cost benefit information  to develop an efficient and cost-effective action plan to respond to 
the priorities identified in a community and statewide health assessment, including identification of 
best and emerging practices, and  those that respond to health inequities 

 
E. Community Partnership Development 

1. Ability to create and maintain relations with important partners, including health-related national, 
statewide, and community-based organizations; community groups or organizations representing 
populations experiencing health disparities; key private businesses and health care organizations; 
and key federal, tribal, state and local government agencies and leaders 

2. Ability to strategically select and articulate governmental public health roles in programmatic and 
policy activities and coordinate with these partners 

 
F. Business Competencies 

1. Leadership - ability to lead internal and external stakeholders to consensus and action planning 
(adaptive leadership) and to serve as the ‘public face’ of governmental public health in the 
community 

2. Accountability and Quality Assurance services – ability to uphold business standards and 
accountability in accordance with federal, state, and local laws and policies and to assure 
compliance with national and Public Health Accreditation Board Standards. 

3. Quality Improvement – ability  to continuously improve processes, including plan-do-study-act 
cycles 

4. Information Technology services – ability to maintain and access electronic health information to 
support the public health agency operations and analyze health data. Ability to support, maintain 
and use communication technology. 

5. Human Resources services – ability to develop and maintain a competent workforce, including 
recruitment, retention, and succession planning functions; training; and performance review and 
accountability. 

6. Fiscal management, contract, and procurement services  - ability to  comply with federal, state, 
and local standards and policies 

7. Facilities and operations – ability to procure, maintain, and manage safe facilities and efficient 
operations  

8. Legal services and analysis – ability to access and appropriately use legal services in planning 
and implementing public health initiatives 
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II. Foundational Programs 
Specific public health programs/functions necessary for basic public health protections to work. 

 
A. Communicable Disease Control 

1. Provide timely, statewide and locally relevant and accurate information to the state and community 
on communicable diseases and their control, including strategies to increase local immunization 
rates 

2. Identify statewide and local communicable disease control community assets, develop and 
implement a prioritized communicable disease control plan, and advocate and seek funding for 
high priority policy initiatives 

3. Ability to receive laboratory reports and other identifiable data, conduct disease investigations, 
including contact notification, and recognize,  identify and respond to communicable disease 
outbreaks for notifiable conditions in accordance with national and state mandates and guidelines 

4. Assure the availability of partner notification services for newly diagnosed cases of syphilis, 
gonorrhea, and HIV according to CDC guidelines. 

5. Assure the appropriate treatment of individuals who have active tuberculosis, including the 
provision of directly-observed therapy according to Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC) guidelines 

6. Assure availability of public health laboratory services for disease investigations and response, and 
reference and confirmatory testing related to communicable diseases.  

7. Coordinate and integrate other categorically-funded communicable disease program and services 
 
B. Chronic Disease and Injury Prevention 

1. Provide timely, statewide and locally relevant and accurate information to the state and community 
on chronic disease prevention and injury control 

2. Identify statewide and local chronic disease and injury prevention community assets, develop and 
implement a prioritized prevention plan, and advocate and seek funding for high priority policy 
initiatives 

3. Reduce statewide and community rates of tobacco use through a program that conform to 
standards set by Washington laws and CDC’s Office on Smoking and Health, including activities to 
reduce youth initiation, increase cessation, and reduce secondhand smoke exposure 

4. Work actively with statewide and community partners to increase  statewide and community rates 
of healthy eating and active living through a prioritized program of best and emerging practices 
aligned with national and state guidelines for healthy eating and active living 

5. Coordinate and integrate other categorically-funded chronic disease and injury prevention 
programs and services 

 
C. Environmental Public Health 

1. Provide timely, statewide and locally relevant and accurate information to the state and community 
on environmental public health issues and health impacts from common environmental or toxic 
exposures 

2. Identify statewide and local community environmental public health assets and partners, and 
develop and implement a prioritized prevention plan to protect the public’s health by preventing  
and reducing exposures to health hazards in the environment 

3. Conduct mandated environmental public health laboratory testing, inspections and oversight to 
protect food, water recreation, drinking water, and liquid and solid waste streams in accordance 
with federal, state, and local laws and regulations 

4. Identify and address priority notifiable zoonotic (e.g., birds, insects, rodents) conditions, air-borne, , 
and other public health threats related to environmental hazards 

5. Protect workers and the public from unnecessary radiation exposure in accordance with federal, 
state, local laws and regulations   [state function] 

6. Participate in broad land use planning and sustainable development to encourage decisions that 
promote positive public health outcomes (e.g. consideration of housing, urban development, 
recreational facilities and transport)  
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7. Coordinate and integrate other categorically-funded environmental public health programs and 
services 

 
D. Maternal/Child/Family Health 

1. Provide timely, statewide and locally relevant and accurate information to the state and community 
on emerging and on-going maternal child health trends taking into account the importance of 
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and health disparities 

2. Assure mandated newborn screening done by the state public health lab to test every infant born in 
Washington, to detect and prevent the developmental impairments and life-threatening illnesses 
associated with congenital disorders that are specified by the State Board of Health. [State Only] 

3. Identify, disseminate, and promote emerging and evidence-based information about early 
interventions in the prenatal and early childhood period that optimize lifelong health and social-
emotional development 

4. Identify local maternal and child health community assets; using life course expertise and an 
understanding of health disparities, develop a prioritized prevention plan; and advocate and seek 
funding for high priority policy initiatives 

5. Coordinate and integrate other categorically funded maternal, child, and family health programs and 
services 

 
E. Access/Linkage with Clinical Health Care 

1. Provide timely, statewide and locally relevant and accurate information to the state and community 
on the clinical healthcare system 

2. Improve patient safety through inspection and licensing of healthcare facilities and licensing, 
monitoring, and discipline of healthcare providers    [state function] 

3. In concert with national and statewide groups and local providers of health care, identify healthcare 
assets, develop, prioritized plans for increasing access to health homes and quality health care, 
and advocate and seek funding for high priority policy initiatives 

4. Provide state-level health system planning (place-holder – will work on clearer language). 
5. Coordinate and integrate other categorically-funded clinical health care programs and services 

 
F. Vital Records 

1. In compliance with state law and in concert with national, state, and local groups, assure a system of 
vital records    [state function] 

2. Provide certified birth and death certificates in compliance with state law and rule 
 
 

Examples of Additional Important Public Health Services 
Because Foundational Public Health Services are not all public health can provide 

 
The following are examples of additional important public health services that may be provided by public health 
agencies in some communities, because the Foundational Public Health Services shouldn’t be all that public health 
provides.  In some cases the additional important public health services are needed to address important local health 
risks or community priorities; in other cases they are supported by fees or other funding sources outside of core state 
and local public health funding.   
 
The list is intended to add description and detail to another level of important public health services that many, if not 
all, jurisdictions will be able to offer. The list is not intended to be all-inclusive. The list of ‘augmented foundational 
capabilities’ that follows next illustrates capacities that some health departments may develop in response to staff 
interests and partnerships with educational institutions, organizations in other sectors, and external funders. 
 
A. Communicable Disease Control 

1. Management of vaccine distribution for childhood vaccine providers in accordance with national Guidelines for 
Quality Standards for Immunization (including current federal categorical funding) 
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2. HIV services, including Ryan White HIV clinical services and federal and state HIV prevention services in 
accordance with state and federal regulations for these programs (including current federal and state 
categorical funding) 

3. Assurance of access to HIV/STD testing and treatment 
4. Assurance of treatment of latent tuberculosis infection 
5. Assurance of provision of partner notification services for chlamydia infections 
6. Development of appropriate response strategies for new and emerging diseases through surveillance, 

program evaluation, and applied research 
 

B. Chronic Disease and Injury Prevention 
1. Provision of specific clinical preventive services and screening (breast and cervical cancer, colon cancer) in 

accordance with the USPHTF for Clinical Preventive Services (including current federal and state funding) 
2. Other categorically-funded chronic disease prevention programs (including current federal funding for chronic 

disease and community transformation) 
3. Development of appropriate strategies for prevention and control of chronic diseases and injury through 

surveillance, program evaluation, and applied research 
 

C. Environmental Public Health 
1. Development of appropriate response strategies for newly-recognized toxic hazards and other adverse 

environmental health conditions through surveillance, program evaluation, and applied research 
2. Assessment, policy development, and implementation of evidence-based health promotion elements in land 

use, built environment, and transportation 
 
D. Maternal/Child/Family Health 

1. Assure access and/or coordination of Women, Infants and Children Supplemental Nutrition Services (WIC) 
that adhere to the USDA Nutrition Services Standards (including current categorical federal funding) 

2. Assure access and/or coordination of maternity support and nurse family partnership services (including 
services currently funded by third party payers including Medicaid) 

3. Family planning services (including current state and federal categorical funding) 
4. Child Death Review 
5. Outreach, linkage and system development for children with special needs 

 
E. Access/Linkage with Clinical Health Care 

Facilitate the availability of… 
1. Clinical services to vulnerable populations that follow established clinical practice guidelines and are delivered 

in a timely manner, including integrated medical and behavioral care, sexual health, oral health, adolescent 
health services, immunizations, and travel health services (including services funded by third party payers, 
including Medicaid) 

2. Quality, accessible, and timely jail health services in accordance with standards set by the National 
Commission on Correctional Health Care that include medical, mental health, chemical dependency, dental, 
nursing, pharmacy, and release planning services 

3. Emergency medical services including basic life support (BLS) and advanced life support (ALS) response by 
certified EMTs and paramedics to residents in need of emergency medical services (including current locally 
funded levy services) 

4. Public health laboratory testing that meet certification standards of Washington Department of Health’s Office 
of Laboratory Quality Assurance and the federal Clinical Laboratory Improvement Amendments to assure 
accurate, reliable, and prompt reporting of test results (including services funded by third party payers 
including Medicaid) 

5. Refugee health screening that follows CDC’s Refugee Health Guidelines and is delivered within 90 days of 
arrival in the US, in accordance with the Office for Refugee Resettlement (including current categorical federal 
funding) 

6. Monitoring and reporting of indices of measures of quality and cost of healthcare 
7. Death investigations and authorization to dispose of human remains that meet National Association of 

Medical Examination accreditation standards 
 
Augmented Foundational Capabilities 
1. Ability to conduct public health practice applied research and evaluation, including data collection, data analysis, 

policy research, and evaluation services that meet standards for peer-reviewed publications 
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2. Ability to identify and promote policy change opportunities in non-health sectors including the use of analytic tools 

to assess the health impact of these policies 
3. Ability to develop and implement social marketing campaigns, including social media communication platforms 
4. Ability to collaborate in training and service with community education programs and schools of public health 
5. Ability to develop effective interventions, in partnership with community members, to reduce and eliminate health 

disparities 
6. Ability to compete for grant funding from government organizations, philanthropic organizations, health system 

partners, and corporate foundations 
  
 
 
 

 

  

Fo
un

da
tio

na
l  

Pu
bl

ic
 H

ea
lth

 S
er

vi
ce

s 

Fo
un

da
tio

na
l 

Pu
bl

ic
 H

ea
lth

 S
er

vi
ce

s 

Foundational Public Health Services 


