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To: Board of Health  

From: Susan Wheelan, M.B.A., Public Health Director  

Date: September 2020 (reflects activity August through September to date) 

Re: Director’s Report  

 

 

Status of COVID-19 Response 

 

El Paso County’s new case incidence rate, average test positivity rate and COVID-19 

hospital admissions have all declined significantly since their peaks in late July, all of 

which are positive signs of disease suppression within our communities. From peak 

values of 158 cases/100,000/14-days, 8.0% 14-day average positivity and a 14-day 

average of 59 COVID-19 hospital admissions, we’ve fallen to our present levels of 61 

cases/100,000/14-days, 2.8% 14-day average positivity and a 14-day average of 26 

COVID-19 hospital admissions as of September 15. 

 

Despite this positive downward trajectory, there are challenges with regard to disease 

spread in certain segments within our community, with outbreaks identified in long-term 

care facilities, churches, retail, restaurants, schools, hotels, car dealerships and 

construction sites. Increased activity related to return to school and the Labor Day 

weekend has presented additional challenges. Outbreak information is listed on El Paso 

County Public Health’s website here:  www.elpasocountyhealth.org/outbreaks-in-el-paso-

county. 

 

In addition to detailed analysis of local trends, we continue to monitor statewide and 

national case trends noting a slight increase in percent positivity with the rate of disease 

among younger demographics (10-19 and 20-29 age groups).  Currently, Colorado is 

seeing the effective reproductive number just above one, and with social distancing less 

than 65 percent across the state, growth in cases could be seen within the next few weeks. 

In light of this broader context, and with the aim of improving local trends, the Public 

Health team remains steadfast in disease prevention efforts outlined in the County’s 

mitigation plan referenced in prior reports. The central goal of the plan continues to be 

striking the balance between enabling economic and social activity while ensuring that 

our testing, contact tracing, and local health care system are able to contain the virus. 

 

Provided our County continues on a positive downward disease trajectory, we are poised 

to avail ourselves of Colorado’s new state framework to provide the County the ability to 

seamlessly move to an increased level of ‘openess’. Colorado Department of Public 

Health and Environment (CDPHE) has released a dial to help local governments and 

Coloradans navigate and apply safety guidance throughout the pandemic. The dial, which 

went into effect on September 15, is based on stakeholder input and is intended to 

provide a more streamlined process moving forward.  

• View the news release 

• View the dial 

• View the dial framework fact sheet 

• View a recording of the full press conference 

http://www.elpasocountyhealth.org/outbreaks-in-el-paso-county
http://www.elpasocountyhealth.org/outbreaks-in-el-paso-county
https://covid19.colorado.gov/press-release/colorado-department-of-public-health-and-environment-releases-colorados-dial
https://covid19.colorado.gov/data/covid-19-dial
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1LoNp4LtkaTbPTkVzWcHwJQ2L27wlxNad/view
https://www.facebook.com/53481427529/videos/703756547153763
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Based on scientific metrics, as well as local control, the dial has five levels with associated 

guidance:  

1. Protect Our Neighbors 

2. Safer at Home 1 – Cautious (El Paso County is currently at this level) 

3. Safer at Home 2 - Concern 

4. Safer at Home 3 - High Risk 

5. Stay at Home 

 

The following is a visualization of the dial: 

 

 
 

 

Counties move between levels based on these three metrics: 

1. Number of new cases. The case count provides information on how prevalent the 

virus is circulating in communities. 

2. Percent positivity of COVID tests. The percent positivity is a clear indication if 

enough testing is being done.  

3. Impact on hospitalizations. Hospitalization data provides information about health 

care capacity. 

 

To move to a less restrictive level, counties need to meet and sustain all three metrics for 

two weeks. At that point, counties can choose to move to the next level until they achieve 

Protect Our Neighbors. With each level comes fewer restrictions. Once a county reaches 

Protect Our Neighbors, for each month it is sustained, it can reopen even further. The more 

the virus is contained, the more flexibility for the county to open.  

 

If a county falls out of compliance, it will have two weeks to regain compliance. If it cannot 

come back into compliance, the county begins a consultation process with CDPHE. During 

the consultation process, local factors, data, and mitigations will all be considered and the 

county and the state will work out next steps together. 
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In the new dial framework, El Paso County’s current metrics place us in the Safer at 

Home Level 1: Cautious level. We'll need to maintain our positivity rate below 5%, keep 

hospitalizations stable or declining, and drive our incidence rate below 50 (for a two-

week period) to be able to apply for the Protect our Neighbors level. 

 

The dial framework replaces the general variance process in most cases, though counties 

may still apply for limited, site-specific variances. All current variances will remain 

intact, either because the variance fits under the dial framework, or because they are still 

recognized. For information on current Public Health orders and variances, visit the El 

Paso County Public Health website here: www.elpasocountyhealth.org/public-health-

orders 

 

 

Testing 

The County’s community-based drive-thru testing site at the Citadel Mall continues to 

provide free, low-barrier testing. Hours of operation are Tuesday – Saturday, 10 a.m. - 7 

p.m.  On September 1, Governor Jared Polis and local legislators visited the site.   

 

The County and City of Colorado Springs are currently exploring options for pop-up test 

sites to provide greater accessibility to testing in areas where few people are getting 

tested.  

 

COVID-19 testing information can be found on the El Paso County Public Health 

website here: www.elpasocountyhealth.org/covid-19-testing-information 

 

Schools 

As part of continued efforts to provide enhanced support to school partners, a Public 

Health School Liaison has been hired and is completing onboarding this month. Our 

Epidemiology team continues to offer weekly office hours to provide consistent and 

dedicated support to school nurses as they address COVID-19 concerns.  More 

information regarding schools, child care and online learning can be found on the El Paso 

County Public Health website here. www.elpasocountyhealth.org/schools-child-care-and-

online-learning 

 

Health Equity 

Over the past 20 years, our County has grown dramatically in population, and it has 

become critical that El Paso County Public Health have a presence in different areas of 

the county. With the objectives to increase our presence in underserved areas and assist 

with regional COVID-19 response and recovery, on September 3, El Paso County Board 

of Health approved the purchase of an additional location in southeastern El Paso County. 

 

Strategically located near the intersection of Highway 85/87 and Fontaine Boulevard, the 

new Public Health facility is intended to provide easier access for residents of 

southeastern El Paso County, including Security, Widefield, Fountain Valley, Fort 

Carson, and southeast Colorado Springs to a variety of services, including:  

http://www.elpasocountyhealth.org/public-health-orders
http://www.elpasocountyhealth.org/public-health-orders
http://www.elpasocountyhealth.org/covid-19-testing-information
http://www.elpasocountyhealth.org/schools-child-care-and-online-learning
http://www.elpasocountyhealth.org/schools-child-care-and-online-learning


Director’s Report (September 2020) Page 4 of 11 

 

• Public Health services for support during the pandemic response and recovery 

phases  

• Emergency preparedness and response activities, particularly as it relates 

to COVID-19 testing sites and points of dispensing (PODs) for a future COVID-

19 vaccine, and ample storage for POD equipment and other critical emergency 

preparedness items  

• Assistance with food insecurity   

 

 

Purchase of this new facility is funded by the Coronavirus Aid, Recovery and Economic 

Security (CARES) Act. An opening date has not yet been determined.   

 

Data and Analytics  

On September 3, El Paso County Public Health, in collaboration with local hospitals, 

launched a new addition to the data dashboard featuring regional COVID-19 

hospitalizations in El Paso County.  

The new page features aggregate totals from our local hospitals of confirmed COVID-19 

patients and those under investigation (pending COVID-19 test result). It also features a 

capacity spectrum which displays a current status indicator as provided by hospital 

leaders. Regional COVID-19 hospital data is an important metric to track, as it provides 

an indication of the overall burden on our hospitals as well as an indication of capacity 

agreed upon by local hospitals.  

This new data feature supports our commitment to providing timely and transparent data, 

which drives evidence-based decision making, and enhances the public’s awareness of 

COVID-19 trends in our community and its impact on our healthcare system. 

 

Business Recovery 

UCCS Economic Forum and the State of Small Business program are joining forces this 

year with a combined virtual event on October 1. Earlier this month, Public Health 

recorded a segment for the event to highlight our contributions and efforts to support the 

business community. Public Health has a long history of supporting the business 

community, and through our work with the Regional Recovery Council, we have elevated 

those multi-sector partnerships to create innovative solutions to support businesses in the 

midst of the pandemic.  

 

Continuity of Operations 

In our statutory role as lead agency for COVID-19 response, the majority of EPCPH staff 

continues to be dedicated to activities focused on slowing the spread of COVID-19 

through the detection and management of suspected and confirmed cases, and through the 

dissemination of information to the public on prevention measures and resources. During 

the COVID-19 response, the following programs have remained partially or fully 

operational via telework arrangement and/or intermittent on-site staffing. 

 

 

https://www.elpasocountyhealth.org/covid19data-dashboard
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Environmental Health 

Environmental Health Director, Program Managers and Leads have continued to be 

involved in interpreting COVID-19 state guidance and mandates and providing assistance 

to businesses on public health orders and addressing related questions from 

establishments and the general public. 

 

The Environmental Health team serves as the primary conduit for COVID-19 related 

inquiries. The charts below provide an overview of the distribution and volume of 

inquiries from August 1 to August 31: 
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Environment Health Activity 2020 Total as of  

8/31/20 

2019 Total 

Year-End 

Air Quality Construction Permits 71 110 

Air Quality Open Burn Permits 15 33 

Air Quality Complaints 21 39 

Animal Bites Reported 529 1505 

Body Art Inspections 22 77 

Body Art Follow-up Inspections 0 1 

Body Art Complaints 12 12 

Child Care Regular Inspections 47 186 

Child Care Follow-up Inspections 0 12 

Child Care Complaints 0 12 

Land-Use Planning Review 93 181 

OWTS Final Inspections 354 520 

OWTS Soil And Site Evaluations 326 511 

OWTS New Permit Applications 222 323 

OWTS Repair Permit Applications 178 248 

OWTS Modification Permit Applications 15 19 

OWTS Application Design Reviews 442 614 

OWTS Acceptance Doc for Title Transfer 657 896 

OWTS Pumper Truck Inspections 43 96 

OWTS Complaints 20 38 

Recreational Water Safety Inspections 164 362 

Recreational Water Follow-up Inspections 2 25 

Recreational Water Complaints 2 11 

RFE Regular Inspections 398 3348 

RFE Re-Inspections 13 230 

RFE Complaint Investigations 133 285 

RFE Plan Reviews 49 151 

School Safety Regular Inspections 5 9 

School Safety Complaints 3 4 

Waste Tires Facilities Regular Inspections 19 116 

Waste Tires Follow-up Inspections 0 1 

 

 

Other Environmental Health activities: 

On August 18, the Retail Food Program Manager attended the Pikes Peak Chapter of the 

Colorado Restaurant Association meeting to provide education on the updated Public 

Health Orders and to answer questions from industry.  
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Women, Infants and Children (WIC) 

The Women, Infants and Children (WIC) caseload for August was 12,682. To continue 

services while maintaining necessary social distancing, WIC educators continue phone 

appointments. The clinic remains open and available to clients for new benefit cards and 

breast pump issuance and returns.   

 

The Women, Infant, and Children (WIC) program works with pregnant and post-partum 

women to identify depression, refer for behavioral health treatment, and reduce the 

stigma of seeking behavioral health services. Throughout the month of August, WIC staff 

conducted 394 PHQ2s (Patient Health Questionnaires), and completed 14 referrals to 

AspenPointe and four referrals to Colorado Community Health Alliance (CCHA) for 

further evaluation and connection to meet their specific behavioral health needs.  This is 

an increase of 13 referrals from July. For clients on Medicaid, WIC now provides clients 

with a choice between a CCHA referral and an AspenPointe referral to provide resource 

options. 

 

WIC developed an Internal Referral form to more efficiently and effectively refer clients 

to other Public Health services and improve customer service. With the support of 

Maternal Child Health HCP, Nurse-Family Partnership (NFP), Immunizations, and 

Family Planning, the form was implemented on August 12. From August 12 to August 

31, 17 referrals were made to and from NFP, HCP, and WIC. The form was created 

through Microsoft Forms making it HIPAA compliant, county-supported, and accessible 

on any work device.  

 

Last month, WIC’s Breastfeeding Workgroup developed a provider survey to better 

assess community breastfeeding resources.  The workgroup also plans to meet with 

medical providers to train, collaborate, and better serve mutual clients to meet their 

breastfeeding goals. WIC staff attended the CCHA Maternity Coalition, Pikes Peak 

Breastfeeding Coalition, and Prenatal Network meetings to collaborate with community 

partners and share information.  

 

WIC continues the use of video services to address barriers to care. Lactation 

Management Specialists (LMS) provide appointments via Teams to assist patients during 

latch consults. WIC continues to offer virtual breastfeeding classes while in-person group 

classes are suspended.  

 

As part of the training schedule, each new WIC staff member participates in a grocery 

store experience. They work with the Clinic Coordinator to shop as if they were a WIC 

participant to understand client experience and how to best assist clients with grocery 

store related questions. New staff noted they have a better appreciation of the barriers 

WIC clients typically encounter.  

 

 

Immunizations 

Many of the Immunization Program staff members continue to work with Long-Term 

Care Facilities (LTCF) experiencing COVID-19 outbreaks.  They are working with 
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facilities that have symptomatic residents or staff, providing infection control 

recommendations and collecting pertinent data.  The team has developed expertise on 

state guidance for LTCFs so they can be a resource for providers and facility 

administrators as questions arise with regards to protecting vulnerable seniors.   

 

 

Flu Season 2020-21 Plan 

During the 2020-2021 cold and flu season, getting a flu vaccine is more important than 

ever to protect our community. Flu vaccination is part of a comprehensive public health 

strategy to reduce the burden of flu, but also to preserve health care resources for care of 

patients with COVID-19. 

 

Public Health’s objectives are to increase awareness about the importance of getting a flu 

shot this year, particularly in the midst of the pandemic; increase engagement in flu 

prevention messaging and activities; mitigate the spread of flu in El Paso County; and 

help protect hospital capacity by increasing awareness. 

 

Utilizing a range of communication approaches to include mass media channels in 

English and Spanish to reach a broad audience, targeted community outreach in 

collaboration with partners, and a localized hashtag campaign among various strategies, 

we will share the following information: 

 

Who should get vaccinated 

• CDC recommends that everyone 6 months and older with rare exceptions get a flu 

vaccine this and every season. 

• The more people who get vaccinated, the more people are protected from flu. 

• While flu vaccination is always important, this season getting vaccinated is even 

more important for certain people who are at higher risk of being exposed to, or 

developing serious flu and COVID-19 complications, or who are caregivers of 

people who are at higher risk from these two diseases. This includes: 

o People 65 and older, who account for the majority of hospitalizations and 

deaths from flu and COVID-19. 

o People with underlying medical conditions like lung disease, heart disease, 

neurologic disorders, weakened immune systems, and diabetes, who also 

are more likely to have serious flu and COVID-19 outcomes. 

o African Americans and Hispanics, who are disproportionally affected by 

diseases like asthma, diabetes, obesity, and other chronic conditions that 

can increase the risk for serious flu and COVID-19. 

o Caregivers in LTC facilities—in addition to residents—who are in daily 

close contact with people who are most vulnerable to serious flu and 

COVID-19 illness and death. 

o Essential workers who have frequent interactions with the public and who 

are therefore more likely to be exposed to flu and COVID-19. 
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When to get vaccinated 

• People should get a flu vaccine before flu activity begins in their community. 

o September and October are good times to be vaccinated 

• Consider taking advantage of any potential lull in COVID-19 activity during 

September and October to get vaccinated. 

• Although vaccination by the end of October is recommended, people who have 

not gotten vaccinated by the end of October should still get vaccinated as soon as 

possible. Vaccine given in December or later, even if influenza activity has 

already begun, is still beneficial during most flu seasons. 

Where to get vaccinated 

• www.vaccinefinder.org  

 

KKTV will host Health Department Tuesdays on the first and third Tuesdays of each 

month (this will be a live three-minute segment). Topics will be of our choosing.  The 

series kicked off on September 15 with EPCPH Medical Director, Dr. Johnson, who 

discussed flu prevention. 

 

 

Family Planning 

Most of the Family Planning (FP) clinic staff are still operating in roles in the El Paso 

County Public Health COVID-19 response. Many team members are dedicated to the 

epidemiology team and performing case investigation and phone administration duties.  

Due to community need, we have resumed limited services in the clinic by appointment 

only and are following all safety precautions for staff and clients.  

 

In just limited hours since mid-August, the Family Planning Clinic served 136 total 

clients.  Sixty-one were qualifying visits. Five HIV cases were diagnosed since resuming 

services on July 17; we usually see 5-10 per calendar year.  

 

Behavioral Health 

The Health Services Division Director has been performing the role of Behavioral Health 

Liaison with the COVID-19 response. We have facilitated a third wave letter-writing 

campaign with the Care Portal, reaching out to church members to contact several long-

term care facilities to encourage the staff and clients as they address the stressors of 

isolation and illness.  We are also working with the Long-Term Care Ethics Committee to 

address wellness for staff and residents. With support from El Paso County Public 

Health, Dr. Benight’s Greater Resiliency Intervention Team (GRIT) website offers 

multiple resources to the public, including the opportunity to register for a 5-hour 

resiliency coach training to help community members support each other during this 

time.  Utilizing CARES dollars, we have been working with UCCS, NAMI and 

AspenPointe to coordinate an extensive GRIT training and media campaign to assist our 

community with coping with the stressors of COVID in a manner intended to prevent 

long-term traumatic effects. We have an extensive list of behavioral health resources on 

our website for the public and lists of resources have been distributed to multiple 

http://www.vaccinefinder.org/
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organizations in our community.  The Health Services Division Director also serves on 

the Colorado Behavioral Health Task Force, which will be making recommendations to 

Governor Polis this month.   

 

The Health Services Division Director was invited to offer a presentation to the CJCC 

Behavioral Health Committee on a court-based jail diversion initiative operating in 

Miami-Dade County, Florida – the Eleventh Judicial Circuit Criminal Mental Health 

Project – that may serve as a possible model for El Paso County. 

 

In collaboration with Dr. Charles Benight and the UCCS Greater Resilience Intervention 

Team (GRIT), the next round of Public Health Staff resiliency sessions will be held later 

this month into October to continue to support staff in dealing with increased stressors 

related to COVID-19, including return to school, balancing work and personal issues, and 

navigating the upcoming holidays, among the topics to be addressed. 

 

 

Nurse-Family Partnership (NFP) 

Nurse-Family Partnership (NFP) caseload was 198 in August, with five graduations and 

six new clients.  The nurses conducted 269 telehealth visits during August. Meeting 

clients via telehealth and video conferencing has helped continue client engagement as 

well as meeting the needs of the most vulnerable during COVID-19.  

 

Since April 2020, El Paso County Public Health Nurse-Family Partnership clients have 

received over $8,000 from the Invest In Kid’s Jaquelyn Wonder Fund. Like many of 

Colorado Nurse-Family Partnership’s clients, Jacquelyn knew poverty and deprivation as 

she grew up. She was also the young mother of three sons before she decided to return to 

college and earn her Bachelors, Master, and Ph.D. degrees. Jacquelyn overcame those 

early obstacles to become the author of three best-selling books, teacher, and 

international consultant. This fund, in Jaquelyn’s memory, serves as an incentive and 

resource for other young mothers who are overcoming deprivation and obstacles, as well 

as the nurse professionals who so effectively help them navigate the path of life’s 

journey. Funds received enabled the purchase of a new laptop for a young mother to 

pursue her college degree when all her classes went to virtual learning. Another client 

with multiple medical issues received a home blood pressure monitor. One Spanish-

speaking client has been able to take ESL classes so that she will have more employment 

opportunities. Many clients have also received help with rent and car payments.  

 

 

Staff Update 

On August 24, Kyle Unland joined El Paso County Public Health as our new Community 

Health Promotion Division Director. Kyle joins us from Spokane, Washington where he 

held a similar position with the Spokane Health District. His background includes work 

on public health efforts related to obesity, tobacco, marijuana and injury prevention as 

well as nutrition. His areas of interest include strategic planning, public health leadership 

and a passion for coaching and mentoring.  
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In addition to welcoming Kyle to this Division, the newly reconfigured Community 

Health Promotion Division includes our Public Health Planner and Community Outreach 

Coordinator. This brings our efforts related to the RISE Coalition and the Healthy 

Communities Collaborative under the umbrella of Community Health Promotion. By 

building a stronger emphasis on community health we aim to build better alignment 

between our programming and community health assessment and improvement efforts. 

We have discussed for a long time the need to have a dedicated division for community 

health promotion and we are excited to see those efforts come to fruition.   

 

 


