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Policy:  The ______ County Health Department will ensure that individual and media request for information from the ______ County Health Department receives accurate and relevant health information including available community health data in a timely manner. Media related requests will be responded to within 24 hours and other requests will be responded to within 48 hours or sooner when possible.  This policy also provides for the release of information to the community including notification of public health emergency/threats in a timely manner. 
Purpose:  This policy and procedure provides guidelines for staff who receive requests for information from the public, media, elected officials, government and community agencies, and medical community. It also provides guidelines for the release of information.  This policy does not cover requests for patient information. To provide guidance for routine communication to ensure that information provided to the public and the media is coordinated, timely and accurate, and that inquiries for information are responded to appropriately and in a manner that protects the proprietary rights of ______ County and, in compliance with state and federal laws, and safeguards patient privacy. Requests for data, interviews, photographs, video, film footage, audio recordings and general information should be handled in accordance with the following procedural guidelines. This policy applies to employees and workforce members who perform duties for ______ County Health Department. 
Procedures: 
1. Release of Information:
a. All release of information must follow HIPAA Privacy and Security Rules.
b. Information dissemination must also be culturally and linguistically appropriate and accessible to special populations when suitable (based on Office of Civil Rights (OCR)).
2. Responding to Public Requests for Health information and Health Resources including data: 
a. Health Education staff, working with other staff, is responsible for ensuring that health information and health resources are available within the Health Department for dissemination to the public. Such material will also be available in Spanish. Staff will use the internet or staff interpreters to locate information in other languages on an as needed basis. 
b. Health Education staff are primarily responsible for responding to requests for health information and health resources, including health data, however, any staff member may respond to requests if the staff member is knowledgeable of the content area. 
c. Health information, health resources and statistics maintained in the agency include but are not limited to:
· Health statistics
· CHA reports
· Community health resources
d. Health information, health recourses and health statistics accessible in the public domain includes but is not limited to:
· Kansas Center for Health Statistics
· Centers for Disease Control
· National Organizations: American Diabetes Association, America Cancer Association, American Heart Association 
e. Staff responding to the request(s) should attempt to determine the reason for the request, e.g. research project, personal interests, etc, in order to determine the best resource for information. 
f. Responses to requests may be in various forms including verbal response, follow-up email, referrals to the agency’s website, a wide variety of web links, or to other agencies, distribution of educational materials, in-person interviews, or any combination of these methods.
g. Requests for large quantities of material may be denied depending on the cost and/or availability of the material. In such cases, members of the public will be given a single copy along with information on how to obtain larger quantities. 
h. Pursuant to the ______ County Health Department Confidentiality Policy and the County’s HIPAA policies, all responses to request for health data will be provided as population data and therefore de-identifiable data. 
i. Health data for the county will be available on the Agency’s website within the Community Health Assessment documents. Additional links to other health data sources will be available on the site as well.
3. Responding to Media Requests for Health Information, including data: 
a. The Health Educator, Health Director or designee and the Division Managers who comprise the Agency’s Management Team are the official spokespeople for ______ County Health Department (_ CHD). All other employees or workforce members are not allowed to represent themselves as official spokespersons of _ CHD or speak on behalf of _ CHD without first obtaining approval from the Health Director or his designee. 

b. All media requests involving patients, employees, workforce members or _ CHD Division activities should be directed to the Health Director or his designee. 
c. Prior to the photographing, videotaping, filming, audio recording, or otherwise recording the likeness of a patient by the media, a Consent and Release Form must be completed by the patient or the patient’s legal representative and witnessed by a member of the ______ County Health Department. 

d. Media representatives, including television crews, reporters and photographers, who want to interview, photograph, film, videotape, audiotape or otherwise record the likeness of any person by any means while at a _CHD facility, must be escorted by the Health Educator, Health Director or his designee. If a media representative appears at a _ CHD facility unescorted, employees should notify the Health Director or his designee. 

e. _ CHD employees approached by the media off site, for instance at a conference or press conference conducted by another organization, shall brief the Health Director on the nature of the interview and what statements were made to the reporter. If it is possible to notify the Health Director before an interview is conducted, then every reasonable effort should be made to do so. 
f. There are some basic guidelines to remember when talking with the media:
· Make sure that reporter's calls are returned promptly.
· Prepare for the interview.  
· Avoid bureaucratic language, jargon and acronyms; explain in layman's terms.
· Explain complex programs in simple, human terms.
· Give facts, not opinions or speculation.
· Don't comment about things outside of your area of expertise.
· Never lie.
· Stay on the record.
· Never say "no comment."  If you can't answer a question, tell the reporter why.
· Never be condescending.
· Be patient.
· Never be argumentative, confrontational or lose your temper with a reporter.
g. The Health Educator, Health Director or designee will send the release to Board of Health members and other organizations potentially impacted by the release.
Inquiries about Policy, Budget, Legislative Issues, Personnel Issues or Controversial Topics:
1. Refer budget questions to the Health Director’s Office.
2. Refer questions about department policy to the department supervisor.  If the department supervisor is not available, refer the call to the Health Director’s Office.
3. Refer questions about legislative issue to the Health Director’s Office.
4. Refer questions about a legal issue to the Health Director’s Office.
5. Refer questions about personnel matters, to Health Director.  If Health Director is not available, refer the call to Human Resources at the County Office.
6. If you are dealing with a particularly controversial issue, please consult with the Health Director, Medical Director, or designee about the proper response.

Notification of Public Health Emergency or Threat:

1. Request for Information:
a. Media requests for information regarding a public health emergency or threat shall be directed to the Health Director or other appropriate staff (i.e. Nurse Supervisor, Environmental Health Supervisor, Communicable Disease Nurse, etc.) as designated by the Health Director.  
2. Release of Information:
a. Information released to the media from within the department to inform the public of a public health emergency or threat should be approved by the Health Director.  Means of release (phone, email, news release, Kansas Health Alert Network, etc.) will be determined by the urgency of the situation.  A log will be kept noting the date and time the media was contacted along with what information was released.  The log will be kept by the Health Director.
b. Information will be released to physicians and other medical and emergency personnel via blast fax.  A log will be kept noting the date and time the fax was sent along with what information was released. The log will be kept by the Health Director.
c. Examples of what might constitute a public health emergency or threat:
1) Acts of bioterrorism
2) Food borne illnesses
3) Vector borne illnesses
4) Communicable diseases
5) Natural disaster
6) Lead poisoning
d. Information on Public Health urgent and/or emergency situations and public health alerts occurring during and after hours will be disseminated via phone, email or fax transmission to the Emergency Management staff, the Medical Professionals, the Veterinarians, the Pharmacists, and the Emergency Department and the Infectious Disease personnel.  Reference the ______ County Health Department After Hours Policy for detailed instructions.
e. Kansas Health Alert Network (KS HAN) will be used and the Kansas State Lab will be notified when deemed applicable by the Nurse Supervisor and/or the Health Director.  

Responding to Request for Information that is deemed Public Records:
1. Based upon K.S.A. 45-2175 - 223, every person having custody of public records shall permit them to be inspected and examined at reasonable times and under supervision.  Reasonable times are defined as the regular business hours of the health department and at the convenience of the custodian.  The custodian is defined as the public official in charge of an office having public records. Public records are those as defined in K.S.A. 65-5603 associated with the transaction of public business.
2. The following information contained in personnel records of county employees are considered public record:  name, age, date of original employment or appointment to the county service, current position title, current salary, date of the most recent increase or decrease in salary, date of the most recent promotion, demotion, transfer, suspension, separation or other change in position classification, and the office to which the employee is currently assigned.  All information contained in a county employee’s personnel file, except as noted above, is confidential.
3. A fee may be charged for copies of records.

