Center for Infectious Diseases & Emergency Readiness
Public Health Community Emergency Response Training 

(PH-CERT) Curriculum Overview

The UC Berkeley Center for Infectious Diseases & Emergency Readiness (CIDER), in collaboration with local partners, is developing the Public Health Community Emergency Response Training (PH-CERT) Curriculum.  The curriculum was originally developed with Community Emergency Response Teams (CERTs) in mind who are made up of community volunteers trained by local fire districts, networked nationally under the Department of Homeland Security.  However, during pilot and field testing phases, it quickly became clear that the curriculum would be beneficial to many community groups and organizations.  The PH-CERT Curriculum was designed to be delivered by local health departments as "just in case" and/or "just in time" trainings, depending on local needs, requests, and events.  CERTs provide an important model of decentralized, networked civilian capacity to assess, report, and respond to local threats during large-scale disasters that overwhelm traditional responders; however, other organized community groups such as community and faith-based organizations also play an important role in disaster response with respect to the populations they serve.  Emergency response volunteers are self-selected, highly motivated individuals with an interest in disaster preparedness and community resiliency, and a unique knowledge of their individual community and the population in that community.  
The PH-CERT Curriculum Contains The Following Modules: 
1. The Role of Public Health During and After Disasters: Raises community awareness about the role of public health during and after disasters.   

2. Disaster Preparedness for Vulnerable/Special Needs Populations: Trains community members to reach and engage special needs populations in their community directly and through local community-based organizations. 

3. The 7 Habits of Uninfected People: Describes core personal behaviors that prevent the acquisition and transmission of most infectious diseases. 

4. Infectious Disease Threats After Disasters: Recognizes the actual infectious disease threats after disasters. 

5. Food and Water Safety After Disasters: Provides information on evidence-based, low “tech” methods for recognizing and reducing health risks from food and water after disasters. 

6. Conducting a Community Assessment: Provides training on conducting a community assessment for public health emergency response and how to report health needs in your community during or after a public health emergency. 

7. Environmental Health Issues After Disasters: Identifies environmental health issues such as mold and describes strategies to assess and address these threats. 

8. Basic Home Care for Infectious Patients: Trains community members to provide basic home care, in the absence of medical services, without getting infected.


Community Benefits

Benefits of the PH-CERT Curriculum include strengthened relationships between traditional first responders and local public health departments; strengthened relationships between local communities, community-based organizations, and local public health departments; strengthened community support for public health activities; and, strengthened community resiliency through support for all community members, including those considered most vulnerable to public health threats. 
Filling a Need and Bridging a Gap


Community Emergency Response Teams are trained to respond to local natural disasters but primarily for light search and rescue (earthquakes), fire prevention and control (home and wild fires), flood control and water rescue (flooding), external building inspection (earthquakes), and basic mass casualties triage. All these natural disasters have public health implications. For example, earthquakes can disrupt water distributions system leading to cross contamination, can disrupt power supplies leading to loss of refrigeration and spoiling of food, can result in numerous environmental hazards from fires, release of chemicals, water damage and mold growth, etc. CERTs operate primarily under local fire districts, hence their primary training are in areas of fire district expertise. CERTs are not generally trained to recognize, report, and respond to public health issues. But these and other disasters have obvious public health implications for which not only local trained CERT members can make a difference but other community organizations as well.

Since Hurricane Katrina, American communities have been given notice that they may be "on their own" during large scale disasters and to expect delays in response. This gap is very apparent in preparing for human pandemic influenza. In a severe pandemic, morbidity and mortality will be widespread. Health care services may be limited. Exposed persons of known cases may be quarantined and probable or confirmed cases will be isolated at home in the absence of hospital beds. Communities may need to be self reliant, and we will not have enough public health and first responder staff to meet the needs of all affected communities. With the appropriate "just in case" and "just in time" training, community volunteers can play important roles in this scenario.

While public health and fire department emergency planners now meet regularly to prepare for disasters, general public health and fire department staff do not meet regularly in the community to train CERT volunteers and community members. The PH-CERT Curriculum will proactively get general health department staff out in the community building relationships and trust with communities BEFORE a disaster occurs.
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