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Outline

• Hurricane Rita in East Texas

• Rapid Public Health Assessment (RPHA) in 
Polk County

• Assessment Assets at the Texas Department 
of State Health Services (DSHS)



Key Points
• RPHA can be used to identify 

public health needs to 
strengthen relief activities

• Despite well-established and 
proven methods, RPHA has 
been under-utilized in disaster 
response in Texas 

• Core RPHA Team - statewide 
asset “Urgency, Compassion, And Science”



It Is All About Teamwork! 
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Hurricane Rita

• Made landfall near Sabine Pass in Texas as 
Category 3 on September 24, 2005

• Traveled north along Texas/Louisiana 
border

• Seventeen Texas counties were declared 
disaster areas



The “Triple Whammy”

• Counties and cities in East Texas were still 
sheltering Katrina evacuees from Louisiana

• Counties and cities in East Texas were now 
sheltering new Rita evacuees from the 
Texas coast

• Counties and cities in East Texas were now 
impacted by the devastation of Hurricane 
Rita itself



Public Health Response 

• Assessed medical and public health infrastructure 
• Conducted surveillance of communicable diseases 

and injuries
• Provided direct support in shelters housing 

evacuees 
• Communicated health and safety messages 
• Investigated rumors 
• Assessed the environmental health (e.g., water, 

sanitation) and public health needs of communities 



Rapid Public Health Assessment, 
Polk County

• County judge 
interested in knowing 
the public health needs 
of his hardest 
impacted communities

“I need you to go house-to- 
house and knock on 
doors”



Background

• Community of interest was Indian Springs 
Estates located near Livingston, Texas.  

Polk

Tyler

Liberty

Jasper

Hardin

Newton

Trinity

Angelina

Harris

Houston

Walker

San Jacinto

Sabine

Jefferson

Montgomery

Orange

San Augustine

Nacogdoches

Cut

Ace

Vair

Nome

Loeb

Hull

Fred

Buna

Ames

Votaw

Vidor

Segno

Herty

Dodge

China

Burke

Devers

Aldine

Willis

Warren

Tamina

Spring

Phelps

Orange

Newton

Moscow

LufkinKeltys

Jasper

Humble

Hardin

Groves

Friday

Diboll

Dayton

Curtis

Crosby

Conroe

Camden

Batson

Bammel

Zavalla

Trinity

Stilson

Spurger

Silsbee

Romayor

Rayburn

Manning

Magasco

Liberty

Leggett

Kountze

Kinwood

Kennard

Huffman

Fannett

Evadale

Chester

Bronson

Bessmay

Woodlake

Shepherd

Saratoga

Rockland

Pineland

Onalaska

Lovelady

Kenefick

Hemphill

Groveton

Goodrich

Glendale

Fostoria

Eastgate

Doucette

Daisetta

Crockett

Corrigan

Broaddus

Bon Wier

Beaumont

Woodville

Splendora

Sour Lake

Riverside

New Caney

Nederland

Moss Hill Lumberton

Hillister

Cleveland

Centralia

Bleakwood

Roganville

Pointblank

Pittsville

Livingston

Kirbyville

Huntsville

Huntington

Farrsville

Deweyville

Colmesneil

Burkeville

Brookeland

West Orange

New Willard

New Waverly

Bridge City

Mauriceville

Honey Island

Village Mills

Stephen Creek

North Houston

Dallardsville

Cut and Shoot

Apple Springs

Moonshine Hill

Little Cypress

Magnolia Springs





Method

• Street map was copied and provided to 8 
survey teams. 

• Teams comprised of:
– Local guide
– Staff from 

• Region 
• State
• CDC



Survey

• One page survey…..
– House Damage
– Morbidity, Medical Care, Prescriptions
– Food, sanitation
– Electricity, communications, etc
– Greatest Need



Survey

• Added questions at the request of 
– County judge
– Homeowner’s association president



Method

• Teams also distributed health information
– Important Local Phone Numbers  (EOC, Fire Dept, 

Homeowners Association)

– Local Resources for Disaster Recovery (created by 
EOC)

– Prevention Materials on 10 Topics, such as:
• Chain-saw injuries
• Falls
• Fire (fire ban in place)
• Carbon monoxide poisoning, 



Results

• An estimated 459 
households were counted

• 153 of these households 
were selected for the 
sample.  

• Response rate of 54% 
(83/153). 



Damage to the Home

Perceptions of unsafe 
home since the storm

27% (22/83)

Tree on the house 41% (33/81)

Tree on a vehicle 15% (12/71)

Assistance needed  in 
removing tree(s)

52% (13/25)



Household Utilities

No electricity 35% (29/83)

No working telephone 7% (5/82)



Hurricane-related Illness and Injury

Injury in household due 
to hurricane

4% (3/80)

Illness in household since 
hurricane

23% (19/83)

Experiencing 
sadness/depression since 
the hurricane

38% (31/82)

Requiring medical care 26% (21/81)



Other Information

Aware of 
services/assistances 
available to them

83%  (66/80)

Registered with FEMA 83% (68/82)

Has home owners 
insurance

37% (30/81)



What is Your Greatest Need?

• Electricity 

• Home Repair 

• Clean Water 

• Mosquito Control 

• Replace Perished Food 

• Employment 

• Prescription Medicines 

• Gas

• Money



Recommendations 
(Information analyzed and reported in 48 hours)

• Continue efforts to restore electrical power to the 
community.

• Continue efforts to provide safe tree removal 
services to the community

• Provide injury prevention information (e.g.,  the 
risk of chain saw- related injuries, falls)



Recommendations

• Continue efforts to control mosquitos. 

• Continue efforts to address the special 
medical needs of families (e.g., prescription 
medicines).

• Provide information on stress management 
and available mental health services. 



Feedback from Local and 
Regional Officials

• “Met and exceeded our expectations!”

• “We were pleased and impressed by your team’s 
professionalism and dedication to reaching those 
in need.”

• “It was a very useful tool in our public health 
response!”

• “Our staff benefited to see how that process was 
used.”



Improving the Process/ Next 
Steps


 

Develop survey templates in advance; modify in        
the field with local input; keep survey short

• Role play interviews


 

Other team members check questionnaires for 
completeness before leaving house


 

Make sure enough interviewers stay to make re- 
visits 



DSHS Assessment Assets

• DSHS Austin has set up a 
core RPHA Team

– Statewide Asset

• It will assist and partner 
with local and regional 
health departments in 
responding to disasters in 
their communities



Core Team Roles

• Develop Questionnaire 
• Decide on Sampling Methodology
• Assist in Data Collection (Interviewing and 

Data Entry)
• Analyze Data
• Write Report 
• Present Results



Additional Information

• General Email: rapidneeds@dshs.state.tx.us

• David Zane or Dr. Judy Henry
– (512.458.7219)

• Website: 
http://www.dshs.state.tx.us/chs/gis/rapidneeds/default.shtm

• Team Members, Examples of Protocols and Survey



Benefits of Assessments 

• Assesses human and public health effects

• Uses representative sampling

• Reassures people that they are not 
forgotten!



Summary
• RPHA can be used to identify 

public health needs to 
strengthen relief activities

• Despite well-established and 
proven methods, RPHA has 
been under-utilized in disaster 
response in Texas 

• Core RPHA Team - statewide 
asset “Urgency, Compassion, And Science”
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