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Issue / Background

NOTE:  Risk communication participants at the February 2006 meeting suggested drafting four issue papers addressing risk communication.  While drafting documents, risk communication participants decided to combine the papers into a comprehensive document.  The comprehensive risk communication issue paper discusses the issues identified at the February 2006 meeting.  

The risk associated with an emerging contaminant is discussed among federal and state agencies as well as communicated to the general public.  Recent events have indicated that it is critical for states and DoD to have effective dialog and communication with the public regarding health and environmental protection to maintain public trust and credibility.  
The risk communication challenge involves the sharing of information among federal and state agencies.  The lack of a common definition of “emerging contaminant” among agencies should not be a barrier to effective risk communication both internally and externally.  Though federal and state agencies perception of emerging contaminant may vary, they do recognize the “life cycle” of an emerging contaminant.  An emerging contaminant life cycle includes three phases:  (1) discovery or rediscovery; (2) information collection, data gathering, and evaluation; and (3) determinations regarding environmental and human health.  

Inherent to Emerging Contaminants (EC) is a time when information regarding health and environmental effects is limited or even unknown.  As new information becomes available, confusion among the federal and state agencies may develop as well as confusion among the public.  Among government agencies, confusion may be rooted in the lack of a clear understanding as to what information the federal agencies are able to discuss with states entities.  The dearth of risk information may also lead to a lack of communication to the public and/or inconsistent statements being released to the public by federal and state entities.  
Prior to the promulgation of standards and/or while federal agencies are engaged in interagency deliberation (i.e. accepted health criteria have not been established), state agencies can be an effective communication resource to address local and regional concerns about emerging contaminants.  Effective communication and dialog with the public requires that all state and federal agencies exchange information in order to provide credible and consistent information to public stakeholders about an emerging contaminant.  The lack of an early and convenient interagency exchange of information and limited information presents significant challenges to achieving this goal.  

Purpose

The purpose of this Issue Paper is to propose a Risk Communication Strategy for states and DoD local service components to: 
1. Internally coordinate EC information exchange among appropriate agencies (federal and state entities), and 

2. Externally communicate potential risks of ECs to the public prior to promulgation of standards and/or while federal agencies are engaged in interagency deliberation (i.e. accepted health criteria have not been established).  
Such a strategy will facilitate clear and consistent communication with public stakeholders regarding human and ecological risks that will promote trust and credibility. 
Discussion
When an EC issue arises, the dialog/communication and information provided by responsible agencies to public stakeholders is dependent upon available information and data .  In the early phase of the EC life cycle, all responsible agencies must work together as soon as possible to ensure all pertinent information is readily available to inform the public.  The information provided to the public should be credible and consistent.  To ensure consistency among government entities, monitoring data should be readily available and transparent to all agencies addressing EC issues.  Internal/interagency communication, most frequently in the form of information exchange, is necessary among federal and state agencies to create consistent, and therefore, effective information is relayed to the public.  
Avenues of INTERNAL Information Sharing Mechanisms
Website
A website would be an ideal mechanism for responsible government entities to share information and conduct internal communication.  A private “secure” website could be used to share information among entities to ensure accuracy and quality assurance.  The private website is envisioned to:

· Be accessible to academia, federal and state government agencies;

· Enable monitoring data, new chemicals and processes, and arising health and safety issues are shared and discussed;

· Provide the latest research results; and 

· Post relevant conferences and other technical meetings. 

This website should be sponsored and maintained by a credible and independent organization.  The users of this website would have a clear understanding of the purpose, scope, and limitations of the available information/data.  
Information Exchange Workshops
Information can be shared and developed by interagency information workshops focused on specific contaminants.  
Avenues of EXTERNAL Information Sharing Mechanisms
Later in the EC lifecycle, it is usually the responsibility of a state environmental/health office to provide information, answer questions and provide leadership on ensuring a community’s health is protected.  To increase public trust in risk communication efforts, an external information exchange with public stakeholders is necessary.
State Risk Communication Strategy

The strategy of a state environmental office should be to:
(1) Utilize the interagency information exchange to gather all pertinent information, and 
(2) Use the best means to interactively dialog with and provide information to public stakeholders; Identify local issues and stakeholder needs.  

The strategy of a state environmental office should begin with the interagency information exchange websites and workshops to gather all pertinent information.  

The strategy of the state environmental office to interactively dialog with public stakeholders should utilize already established community involvement programs available at local service (DoD) components.  The community involvement programs may include the following:  
· information exchange websites,

· “forthwright” messages,

· community outreach programs, 

· media plans, 

· toll-free phone hotlines, and
· information exchange forums 

A vital component of the external strategy is to share information with public stakeholders.  For example, preliminary information may be available, which may not usually be released as it is preliminary.  However, public trust may improve if raw data is made available to the public without completing a Freedom of Information Act request.  When raw data are supplied, explanations should be provided in an easily understandable language, discussing the meaning of the data, the quality of the data, how it was obtained, and how it could affect people or the environment.  

Public Information Sharing Mechanisms 

Websites and workshops offer effective mechanisms to communicate as part of the external dialog with stakeholders.  A public website would be useful to transparently exchange information with the public.  The public website is envisioned to:

· Be written in an easily understood format, addressing potential concerns that the public would have, and allow public members to identify other concerns, questions, and feedback.

· Provide information that is organized and posted according to chemical, regional and location (e.g., shown on a map), health/safety concern, and/or stage in regulatory process.

· Provide instructions, if there is a health concern, to the populations who might be affected on where/how to receive medical evaluation, or what sources of water to avoid, etc.

The private and public websites could be combined or integrated in some fashion.  Both sites should be designed to allow an interactive flow of information.  This early sharing of information among agencies and the public would improve trust among all involved parties.  “Early” in the life cycle of an emerging contaminant may vary among agencies, but it is recognized that sharing information and monitoring data as soon as a contaminant emerges would be useful. 
Specific Detail for Message Template 

While communication messages and dialog must be uniquely developed to address local issues, an effective message should contain the following:

· Acknowledge the problem/issue 

· What is known/ not known

· What has, is, and will be done

· Who has, is, will do it

· Who to contact for more information. 

While this risk communication strategy is expected to be implemented by a state health/environmental office, it may also be implemented by any other agency, such as the DoD REC, or a DoD local service component.  Success of this strategy is dependent on all agencies working together to accomplish the tasks.    

If a local risk communication plan is not established, then a risk communication plan should be developed and implemented based on a proven risk communication process that involves planning, stakeholder involvement, message development and delivery, and evaluation. 

An outline of a typical risk communication process is presented as Attachment A.

Recommendations:

(1) DoD implement a national risk communication policy through OSD (what is OSD? Please define) to effectively address emerging chemical issues at all levels of the organization.  The policy should require each DoD facility/installation to develop a risk communication plan and outreach strategy that identifies key stakeholders.  It is anticipated the local stakeholders will facilitate transferring information in an already established manner that is efficient.  This would precipitate emerging contaminant information be effectively relayed when issues arise.  
(2) Establish an Interagency Information Exchange Website for federal agencies, health agencies, and state health offices.  The Website should be developed and maintained by a credible organization other than DoD or a State. The website should be keyed to the MERIT to timely identify and address ECs, i.e the Watchlist. 
(3) Establish a Public Information Exchange Website hosted by a credible organization other than DoD or a state.
(4) Establish a Public Information Exchange Task Force to oversee the Interagency Website, the Public Information Exchange Website, as well as to establish Interagency Information Exchange Workshops, and Toll-free Hotlines.  
Discussion Items - Recommendations:
1. Website - both internal and external.  

a. Internal should be for federal agencies, health agencies, states, academia.  Should address issues as they arise.  DoD and other federal agencies need to identify up front chemicals that they are considering on the watch list. 

b. External should be for public, and allow for interactive communication. 

c. Websites should be hosted by credible organization - DoD would not fall under this category.  Perhaps ECOS could be funded by federal agencies to host such a site. (our recommendation?)  

d. There should be an unbiased gatekeeper to determine the information that is being released on the website (i.e., ensuring that it is accurate, appropriate, and credible.) 
2. Tollfree Hotlines: 

a. These should be staffed by impartial people who could receive input from external stakeholders, record them, and ensure that responses are made to address concerns.  Information gathered from the hotlines could be used to identify future emerging contaminants, and gauge the effectiveness of our communication. 

b. Purpose of the hotline is more to receive information, not to relay information, although concerns should be addressed to individuals.  When appropriate, these concerns should be included as topics that are posted on external website. 
3. Media Plan: 

a. There should be a basic media plan outlined to be able to proactively relay information to the public through the media.   

b. Talking points, key messages, and Qs and As could be established that pertain to all the federal agency, state, and regional/local health agency issues.   

c. A list of media contacts who follow this type of information should be gathered so they can be informed right away with new information. 
4. Establish a risk communication team or committee to oversee the websites and hotlines.  The team can consist of each federal agency, including health agencies, and state environmental and state health officials.  This team can make sure that communication efforts are maintained in an impartial manner. 
Attachment A 
Risk Communication Process:   

1. Background 



a. Research the historical and current issue. 

b. Establish internal communication/ share information between DoD, state, REC agencies.   Identify what information the federal agencies are able to discuss with states during this time period.  

c. Establish responsibilities and delineate authority among all agencies (DoD, DoD local service, REC, state health offices, etc.); and obtain concurrence among all agencies as to their duties and responsibilities.  
2. Purpose/Decision/ Goals 

a. Develop a purpose for the specific communication need and develop an objective/mission statement for public dialog. 

b. Establish realistic and measurable goals that the communication strategy needs to achieve.
3. Stakeholder Identification 

a. Determine all applicable stakeholders and local concerns.

b. Determine local concerns and issues.

c. Identify best means to communicate with the identified stakeholders and/or target audience. 

d. Prioritize stakeholders based on purpose and goal.
4. Action 

a. Develop and Deliver Messages/Information  

b. Ensure communicators are trained in risk communication skills.

c. Provide for Public dialog including feedback and interaction with the target community. Ensure a mechanism for community outreach with the Public to easily get information, have questions credibly and quickly answered.  

d. Confirm/ validate agency responsibilities  
5. Evaluation

a. Determine if action is meeting the Goals

b. Revise Action
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