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BLACK HAWK COUNTY HEALTH DEPARTMENT

Prevent. Promote. Protect.

Why We Exist
To ensure that people in our community have equitable opportunities     
and resources to lead healthier, more fulfilling, and longer lives.

What Do We Do
We protect people in our community from health hazards, promote healthy 
behaviors, and prevent disease.

Culture
Teamwork and Collaboration
Outward Mindset
Resiliency
Trust
Respect 
Commitment
Engagement
Celebrate

Black Hawk County Board of Health

Mary Robinson, JD, M.Div 
Chairperson 
Term Expires December 2022

Beth Knipp, BA 
Member 
Term Expires December 2022

Wesley Pilkington, PharmD 
Member 
Term Expires December 2021

Adam Roise, MD 
Member 
Term Expires December 2023

Catherine Zeman, MS, PhD 
Vice-Chair 
Term Ended May 26, 2021

Michael Treinen, JD  
Assistant County Attorney 
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A letter from the Director 

Unity through a pandemic 

FY21 has been a year of endurance, resiliency, and bravery. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has proved to be one of the most perilous health challenges we have faced in 
modern history. According to Pew Research Center, Americans lost more years of life in 2020 to COVID-19 
than to all accidents combined in a typical calendar year. The unfortunate reality is that we are still 
losing loved ones even today. We mourn the many lives lost and continue to grieve the loss of routine 
and companionship. Furthermore, isolation, deaths, and the polarization of COVID-19 have generated 
widespread psychological stress. Studies have found increased levels of anxiety, depression, sleep 
disruptions, and thoughts of suicide for many teens and young adults. Across the country numerous people 
have lost their jobs or income which have created higher rates of anxiety and/or depression among adults. 

COVID-19 showed us the necessity of a mature local public health system; centered on equity with an 
infrastructure that promotes health, strengthens the resiliency of the healthcare systems, and supports 
the financial recovery of communities. 

From COVID-19, I have learned the importance of community unity. However arduous and unpredictable  
the pandemic has been, I witnessed firsthand the bravery and determination of our community. When 
vaccines became available, local public health, the healthcare systems, and pharmacies rapidly organized 
to vaccinate vulnerable populations and the community at large. These individuals sacrificed many hours 
away from their families to ensure vaccines were accessible to our community. I am filled with gratitude for 
their sacrifice. I want to personally thank our public health team who continues to go above and beyond 
the call of duty. Your passion for community service is undeniable. Thank you for protecting our families and 
communities from COVID-19. 

In a time of crisis, it is paramount that we all unite for the betterment of society. We must all be willing to   
set our differences aside and promote understanding. We must all be willing to see each other and create 
a sense of belonging. We must all be willing to build a community centered in wholeness rather than fear.      
In uniting, we ensure hope for the future generation, while giving people the opportunities and resources to 
live a better quality of life. 

Thank you for being a partner to public health. Our hope is that we continue to deepen and broaden our 
partnerships to meet the needs of our community. 

Sincerely, 

Dr. Nafissa Cisse Egbuonye
Director of Black Hawk County Public Health
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The health, economic, and societal impacts of 
COVID-19 have been felt by all of us. We’ve 
collectively mourned, worried, and tried our best 
to understand how to stay safe. By now, many of 
us received a COVID-19 vaccine with the hope of 
bringing the world closer to the end of a global 
pandemic. 

Black Hawk County Health Department (BHCHD) 
staff continue to work tirelessly to keep the 
community safe and provide guidance, resources, 
testing, and vaccines for all. Throughout the 
pandemic, BHCHD convened healthcare providers 
along with elected officials and partners to 
implement prevention, response, and recovery 
steps to protect the community. We saw time 
and again how COVID-19 disproportionately 
impacted communities of color and those with 
existing health disparities. We challenged ourselves 
and our partners to consider how our policies and 
day-to-day practices might limit the availability of 
information and services to those most impacted 
by this pandemic. We discussed the barriers and 
implemented solutions. 

The global effort to share resources and harness 
technology that has been in the works for decades 
brought hope in the form of highly effective 
COVID-19 vaccines. Healthcare workers and those 
in long-term care settings were among the first to 
receive the vaccines. Demand far outpaced the 
supply during the first months of their existence. 
Eligibility tiers guided who was able to receive the 
vaccines; each time a new group was eligible, 
scheduling systems were overwhelmed. Eventually, 
supply was able to keep up with the demand and 
by the middle of 2021, far surpassed it.

Nationally, the polarization that caused debates 
surrounding masks and other safety measures 
became a part of the narrative for vaccines. 
Thoughtful questions and seeking information 
from credible sources were overshadowed by a 
campaign of misinformation and distrust. Our 
goal remained to provide evidenced-based 
guidance and resources to all. BHCHD convened 
partners on a regular basis to coordinate the 
logistics of vaccinating the community and 
provide up-to-date guidance and data on the 
ever-changing landscape of the pandemic 
response. An Equity Subcommittee met weekly 
to plan for equitable education and vaccines 
through-out the community. Area healthcare 
providers and pharmacies joined with our staff 
to not only offer vaccines in traditional settings 
but also through businesses, schools, churches, 
walk-in clinics, farmer’s markets, baseball 
games, festivals, and for the homebound. Mobile 
vaccination units helped us reach individuals 
where transportation, health, language, and other 
barriers existed.  BHCHD community health workers’ 
familiar and trusted faces provided translation and 
interpretation for our newcomer communities. 
 
As FY21 draws to a close, COVID-19 testing, contact 
tracing, vaccine administration, and education 
– all through an equity lens and with community 
collaboration – continue to be part of the day-to-
day activities for BHCHD. Vaccines remain the most 
powerful tool against the disease and are widely 
available in the community. For more information, 
visit bhcpublichealth.org.

The COVID-19 response continues
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“I could not be any prouder of 
our unified fight against Covid. 

Working together has aided in timely 
communication. It’s allowed us to 

brainstorm and work on solutions that 
are best for our community, which in turn 

has helped save lives and improve the 
quality of our community. Go TEAM!”

Dr. Sharon Duclos
Co-Medical Director, Peoples Community Health Clinic

“With the guidance of the CDC, 
and local health systems – the 

businesses in the Cedar Valley knew 
that the way to stay strong and get 
ahead was by keeping employees 
and patrons safe.  Getting through 

this “together” was never more 
prominent, and the awareness that 
the pandemic was going to change 
our landscape was front and center.”

—
Cary Darrah 

President and CEO-Grow Cedar Valley

“Complex challenges came often 
and changed quickly, but we had 
the knowledge that the best way 

to lead through those conditions is 
to do it together. I mostly want to 

express appreciation and gratitude 
to health care workers everywhere 
for their tireless efforts in caring for 

the most vulnerable individuals in our 
community and also our partners 

across Black Hawk County for helping 
us do it as safely as possible.” 

—
Dr. Russell Adams

Chief Medical Officer, UnityPoint-Waterloo

“The Black Hawk County Health 
Department, local pharmacies 

and other area health care providers 
are all excellent partners. Not a week 

goes by where I’m not in touch 
with one of these entities.”

—
Dr. Matthew Sojka

MercyOne Northeast Iowa Chief Medical Officer
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Collaborating for community health improvement

Black Hawk County
Community Health Improvement

Using the results of an extensive 2019 community health assessment, BHCHD, along with MercyOne, 
Peoples Community Health Clinic, UnityPoint Health, and the Cedar Valley United Way convened 
community partners to develop an improvement plan for the priority issues of Healthy Behaviors, 
Mental Health & Trauma, and Systems Thinking.  

During FY21, task teams were formed for each of the priority issues to study the results of the assessment, 
understand the issue’s alignment with state and national plans and examine current resources, policies, 
and actions related to the priority. From these steps, goals, objectives, and strategic actions were developed 
and approved by the Board of Health on October 28, 2020.   

“Nothing About Us Without Us” was an often-cited phrase used by participants during the co-creation of 
strategic actions. This idea - that no action should be decided without the direct participation of members 
of the group(s) affected by that action – also defines the transformational nature of this collaborative plan. 
Initial steps in the action cycle are focused on seeking alignment and accountability regarding community 
resources and gaps as well as performing research to develop culturally specific actions and plans that 
consider race, ethnicity, and geography. 

Mental Health
& Trauma Systems Thinking Healthy

Behaviors
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Leveraging for equity 
Transforming a system designed to perpetuate long-standing health and social inequities requires us to 
both reflect on the narratives from the community and the patterns, systems, and mental models that 
create inequities. Fueled by the 2018 24/7 Wall Street publication’s labeling of Waterloo-Cedar Falls as the 
worst city for African Americans to live in the United States and with funding through the Kresge Foundation, 
the department convened community partners during 2019 to map the system showing: what accounts
for the level of inequities in our community?
 
With COVID-19 and national racial unrest as a background, 
partners came together in October of 2020 to consider: what is 
this system perfectly designed to produce? Meeting virtually, 
participants considered the different types of energy present in 
the community and where small shifts in the system could produce 
meaningful change. Three leveraging theories were developed:

1.  Facing Fear to Reduce Segregation, Profiling & 
 Discrimination: By harnessing media and community   
 outreach platforms to share an accurate, community-
 voiced narrative fostering understanding and connection  
 instead of fear. As fear decreases at all levels of the system 
 it will, over time, create shifts in behavior as well as the
 policies and programs that are developed, and how they are implemented.  

2.  Passing the Mic to Build a Sense of Belonging: Redefining the leadership environment to lift up the 
 power already present in the community will build belonging and shifting perceptions from separate 
 to intrinsically intertwined. A more equitable community is possible when people and communities  
 move beyond obligatory inclusion to true co-creation. This will lead to stronger stable social networks,  
 impactful public programs, and greater wellbeing across the social determinants of health. 

3.  It Takes a Village to Increase Community Resources & Capacity: Building from community 
 leadership, creating pathways for shaping funding will ignite the Seeds of Resilience loop bringing 
 in the right resources, energy, and ideas to build and strengthen a thriving community. When the   
 community possesses the necessary building blocks of health, education, safety, and economic 
 security, it will produce increased access to opportunity, health and safety, and the ability to lead. 

Using the information gained from the leveraging theories, BHCHD, with funding from the Community 
Foundation of Northeast Iowa, will convene a deepened and broadened partnership to consider strategic 
actions where amplification or disruption in the system could lead to transformational change.  

Scan here to follow our journey

Map of the energy present in the system.



Transforming how we work
In 2020, the ten essential public health services were revised to include a strong focus on equity. This 
revision confirmed the importance of the role already taken on by BHCHD, one of a community health 
equity strategist where we protect and promote the health of all people in all communities. 

The revised services also highlight the importance of fostering a culture of quality improvement to best 
meet the needs of our customers and the importance of public health infrastructure. Without a strong 
foundation, the remaining essential services cannot be provided.

To establish the building blocks for a sustainable culture of health equity practice, we must equip staff to 
create a working environment where everyone feels a sense of belonging and advocates for health equity. 
BHCHD, in partnership with the University of Iowa College of Public Health, took first steps in meeting these 
goals by offering a 7-session training series with the following objectives:

 •  Increase staff awareness of the interactions between all levels of racism, social determinants, 
  and health outcomes.

 •  Increase employee confidence in their knowledge, skills, attitude, and behaviors related 
  to health equity and health disparities.

Integrating systems thinking tools with equity training led to a greater understanding of the systems map 
as well as the identification of transactional versus transformational change.

Black Hawk County Health Department
1407 Independence Avenue

5th Floor
Waterloo, IA 50703

—
(319) 291-2413

publichealth@blackhawkcounty.iowa.gov
BHCPublicHealth.org


