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# Concerns Raised in Petition Facts of Proposal  

1 This proposal undermines the importance of science-based 
decision making. 

Science-based decision making is and will remain a part of the department’s operations.  The Department of 
Environmental Health (DEH) operates over 40 different environmental, health and safety programs. Staff who work in 
these programs are knowledge workers (subject matter experts) and hold various technical certifications required by 
State law. These certifications include, but are not limited to: 
• Registered Environmental Health Specialist certification (REHS)  
• Public Health Vector Control Technician certification (Gold Card)  
• International Code Council (ICC) certification for Underground Storage Tanks 
• Certified training for Aboveground Petroleum Storage Tanks 
• Hazardous Waste Operations and Emergency Response (HAZWOPER) training  

2 The State law (California Health and Safety Code §101280(a)) 
requiring the Director of Environmental Health to possess a valid 
REHS credential is to ensure the person leading the department 
and making informed decisions in the field of environmental health 
is doing so from a sound scientific and experience-based 
background with thorough considerations for public health, 
environmental protection, and county governance. Eliminating the 
REHS requirement for the proposed Director of Environmental 
Health and Quality position places the County of San Diego at risk 
of having critical departmental decisions made by someone with 
inadequate education and understanding of core environmental 
health sciences (such as chemistry, biology, microbiology, 
toxicology, ecology, water quality, food safety, vector borne 
diseases, and public health) and consequently risks negative 
impacts to the health of our region. For example, would you 
entrust Public Health Services to be led by a Public Health Officer 
that does not hold a medical degree? As recognized by the 
American Public Health Association, Environmental Health is the 
branch of Public Health that “focuses on the relationships between 
people and their environment; promotes human health and well-
being; and fosters healthy and safe communities.”  

• As proposed, the Director of Environmental Health will still be a REHS as required by State law and have immediate 
supervision of Health Officer programs. State law does not require the Director of Environmental Health to be the 
department head. Statewide, over 80% of Directors of Environmental Health are not department heads but are either 
division or branch directors. 

• The proposed structure allows for the department head Director of Environmental Health and Quality to focus on  
overall leadership and operations including budget and administration as well as collaboration with other County 
departments, the community, stakeholders, and other jurisdictions and agencies to maintain the department at the 
forefront of environmental health. 

• The division Director of Environmental Health would retain immediate supervision over the Health Officer programs as 
required under State law and directly focus on the implementation of programs, legislation, emerging trends, and 
stakeholder engagement.  

• In the proposal, programs such as the Certified Unified Program Agency (CUPA) and Vector Control Program, will be 
under the immediate supervision of a Deputy Director who may or may not hold a REHS. State law does not require 
these programs to be under the immediate supervision of a REHS.  

• Statewide, 29% of CUPA programs are operated by non-environmental health agencies such as fire departments, and 
83% of vector control agencies are operated by non-environmental health agencies, with 71% operating as a district.  
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3 Just because some environmental programs are mandated to be 
led by a Director with an REHS while others are not, why would you 
want the Director of Environmental Health and Quality not to have 
this most important training and education to safeguard our 
health? The fact that a small number of counties may have 
obviated this requirement through similar organizational changes 
does not mean our county should follow this misguided approach; 
having the proper training is fundamental to the assurance we give 
our county residents that their government is providing the best 
governance and public service possible by leaders with the 
appropriate training to serve our region. 

Throughout the State, over 80% (47 of 58) of Directors of Environmental Health are not the department head of their 
agency. 19% (11 of 58) of Directors of Environmental Health are department heads. 

• 16% (9 counties) are stand-alone Environmental Health (EH) departments, where the Director of Environmental 
Health is the department head. Examples currently include Amador, El Dorado, Plumas, Riverside, Sacramento, 
San Joaquin, San Diego.  
 

• 31% (18 counties) include environmental health programs within either a Community Development Department, 
with planning and development services (Examples: Napa, Yolo Counties), or a Resource Management Agency, 
with services such as planning, building and safety, code compliance, weights and measures, parks and recreation, 
animal services, and public works (Examples: Stanislaus, Ventura, Solano, Calaveras Counties). Of these 18 
counties, there are 2 counties where the Director of Environmental Health is the department/agency head 
(Stanislaus, Calaveras). 

• 53% (31 counties) include environmental health programs as part of their Public Health (PH) Department. None of 
these counties have a Director of Environmental Health who is the department/agency head. Examples include 
Los Angeles, Orange County, Fresno, San Francisco, and San Bernardino Counties. 

 
The department recognizes the importance of training and continuing education units to maintain technical competency 
and certifications. It has and will continue to support training for employees of all levels of the organization.   
 

4 This proposal misrepresents social justice. 
The argument that this change is being proposed with social justice 
reforms in mind misrepresents what social justice reform is about. 
This point was not clearly explained, but our assumption is that 
DEH was attempting to equate the REHS certification with 
educational privilege. We believe this to be a false equivalence and 
distorts the need for social justice reform. A job requirement for a 
doctor to have an MD or an attorney to have a JD is not about 
excluding those without a medical license or license to practice law 
to be hired for a position. Social justice is about creating equitable 
opportunities for disadvantaged peoples to obtain those licenses 
and the requisite education so they can successfully compete for 
the job on equal footing as those from more privileged 
backgrounds. The comparison made by DEH confuses equality with 
equity. 

• Consistent with the County enterprise, the Land Use and Environment Group or LUEG, continues to explore ways to 
move beyond preconceived notions that impact organizational policies and our interactions within the community. 
This includes working with the County’s Department of Human Resources to review job classifications within the LUEG 
departments to analyze qualification requirements, such as technical certifications, to determine what is necessary 
and where requirements could be modified to allow for greater employment opportunity.  

• As part of this effort, DEH conducted a review of the department’s structure, operations, and services. This resulted in 
the proposal to retitle the department to the Department of Environmental Health and Quality (DEHQ) and implement 
organizational changes that are reflective of the broad spectrum of programs within the department, and help with 
implementation of programs, leadership recruitment, retention, and succession planning. 

• State law requires a Director of Environmental Health to be a REHS. The proposed organizational changes conform 
with this legal requirement. 

• There are currently 309 positions in the Department of Environmental Health. Out of the 309 positions, 83 employees 
currently have a REHS.  The proposed structure would allow for any DEH employee, with or without a REHS to have the 
opportunity to be considered for the position of department head. 

• As proposed, consideration is given to both equality and equity.  The proposed organizational changes present a more 
fair and unbiased opportunity for staff with or without a REHS certification.   
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5 The proposal neglects fiscal considerations. 
The item proposed states, “there will be no change to levels of 
service, no increase to annual cost, and no additional staff years.” 
However, hundreds of hours have already been spent in the 
proposed ordinance changes and additional staff time will be 
needed should this measure pass. Additionally, thousands of hours 
of staff time will be needed for further development and 
implementation of these changes, which will take away from our 
service to permit holders, stakeholders, and the public. As most 
fees for DEH are required to be full cost recovery, if there are any 
potential changes to the DEH organization and/or our service 
levels, stakeholder meetings and notifications are typically made to 
ensure permit holders are fully informed of the potential impacts to 
their fees and services. To our knowledge, all DEH permit holders 
have not been notified of these proposed changes or provided with 
opportunities for feedback. 

• The department continually evaluates and works on opportunities to streamline its operations, re-engineer its 
processes, enhance service to customers, and innovate its operations. This is one example of those regular and 
ongoing efforts, and fiscal considerations were considered and evaluated. 

• The request to retitle and implement organizational changes to the department would not compromise service levels, 
with the goal of improving service with the division Director’s increased focus on Health Officer programs. It will not 
increase annual costs or require additional staff.  

• The proposed changes would continue to support the day-to-day operations of the department, regulatory program 
operations, and maintain services provided to the community.  

• Engagement outside of DEH included meetings with the County Public Health Officer, Environmental Health Advisory 
Board (EHAB), other Environmental Health operations in the State (through the California Conference of Directors of 
Environmental Health or CCDEH), California Department of Public Health, County Department of Human Resources, 
County Labor Relations, County Counsel and industry stakeholder organizations.  

• DEH employee engagement included multiple department-wide email messages, eight virtual, divisional employee 
engagement meetings, and an opportunity for staff to submit written comments was provided.  Staff were also offered 
individual one-on-one meetings with executive managers to follow-up on any concerns or questions raised. Feedback 
provided by staff was incorporated in the proposal. 
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6 Why has filling the Director position been so difficult in DEH? 
If the main driver for this proposal is due to difficulty filling the 
Director position with a qualified person, how would adding 
another Director position above the DEH Director (and demoting 
the DEH Director to the Assistant Director job code and 
compensation) be a solution? Instead, why not leverage the 
Department’s own staff within the existing structure rather than 
changing the organizational structure? Over the past 6 years, 40 
managers and executive-level staff in DEH, many with REHS 
certification and the potential to fill the Director position, have left 
DEH. While some have left for full retirement, others chose to 
retire early, leave for other opportunities within the County, or 
pursue opportunities outside of the County altogether. Several 
have voluntarily chosen demotions to leave their leadership role at 
DEH. Why did these career environmental specialists choose to 
leave or demote? It seems the issue isn’t finding qualified staff; it is 
retaining them. 

• The Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM), the 
largest HR professional organization in the world, publishes a 
Talent Acquisition Benchmark Report. The 2017 report states the 
average “Executive cost-per-hire” is $14,936 with an average 
“Time-to-Fill” of 36 days. 

• If you only factor the leadership roles in DEH (Directors, Chiefs, 
and Program Coordinators) into this equation; over the last 6 
years, DEH needed to fill 13 positions 27 times for an 
approximate cost of $403,272. In many of the cases, particularly 
for Chief, positions stayed vacant for nearly a year or more. 

The factors leading to this exodus of human potential from the 
Department should be examined before arriving at the conclusion 
that a departmental reorganization and elimination of qualifications 
are the answers. 

• The County of San Diego has one of the largest comprehensive environmental health agencies in the State with more 
than 40 different programs, 309 positions, and a $55M annual operating budget. The department head leadership 
position must possess skills and abilities to consider a global perspective in all decisions; mentor and coach managers, 
peers and leaders; build consensus and relationships among multiple stakeholders, understanding various perspectives 
and needs; commits self and others to improve performance and reach challenging goals; and anticipate and adapts to 
future consequences and trends.  

• In the past two years, throughout the State approximately 25% of the Directors of Environmental Health have left 
public service (15 of 58).  As of our last benchmarking, there are 5 open recruitments for Directors of Environmental 
Health in California, including here at DEH. Since September 27, 2019, there has been a continuous recruitment for the 
existing department head Director of Environmental Health position. 

• The proposed changes expand the opportunity for qualified individuals, with or without REHS certification, to be 
considered for the department head position, while at the same time affording opportunity for persons specifically 
qualified for the programmatic focus of the divisional Director of Environmental Health position. No positions are 
being added as part of this proposal.  The proposed organizational changes would retitle the current department head 
to Director of Environmental Health and Quality and retitle the Assistant Director of Environmental Health to division 
Director of Environmental Health. The item for consideration utilizes existing positions within the department. 

• DEH, like many other departments in the County of San Diego and in local government, has been impacted by multiple 
retirements and staffing changes.  In Fiscal Years (FY) 18-19 and 19-20, DEH had an employee retention rate of 87%. 
This included 78 promotions in FY 18-19 and 51 promotions in FY 19-20.  

• When there is an occurrence of an employee departure, exit interviews are conducted by personnel to receive 
feedback about the organizational strengths, challenges, and opportunities for improvement. This is a continuous 
process to help with employee retention, recruitment, and organizational improvement. Personnel matters including 
demotions, separations, terminations, or removal from office are confidential. 

• With over 21% (61/308) of current staff eligible to retire over the next five years, the department continues to focus 
on staff leadership retention, recruitment, and succession planning. 

• Data: FY 19-20, DEH had 4 new unclassified staff (2 Chiefs, 1 DD, 1 GPM). New employees are down by 5% (34 vs 36 
last year) and separations up by 2% (41 vs 40 last year).  

 


