
Proposal valid through: 

07 / 08 / 2020

 

Opportunities to Address Healthy Housing 
Needs in Rural and Frontier Communities:
A Guide for Environmental Public Health Professionals



2 Opportunities to Address Healthy Housing Needs in Rural and Frontier Communities: 
A Guide for Environmental Public Health Professionals

Why healthy housing?

Americans spend 90% of our time indoors. 
The connection between housing and 
illness has been a focus of public health 
since at least the industrial revolution, 
when overcrowding and poor sanitation 
led to the spread of infectious diseases 
like cholera. Today, 45% of homes in the 
U.S. have at least one health or safety 
hazard and housing quality is linked to 
chronic diseases including asthma and 
other respiratory illnesses, lead poisoning, 
lung cancer, and others. These impacts 
disproportionately affect low-income 
and communities of color. Addressing 
housing quality is an important part of 
environmental public health and doing so 
can reduce cost burden on the healthcare 
system and improve population health and 
health disparities. To learn more about 
the specific ways housing quality impacts 
health, see the 10 Principles of a Healthy 
Home supported by the National Center for 
Healthy Housing. 

This guide is a resource for environmental public health and healthy housing 
professionals who support rural and frontier communities. Environmental 
public health and healthy housing concerns in these communities include 
risks of exposure to contaminants like lead, radon, arsenic, and mold, indoor 
air quality, and structural issues like damaged roofs, unmaintained private 
wells, and leaking septic systems. These are common issues faced by many 
communities, but they may be particularly pronounced in rural and frontier 
communities where they are likely to experience additional barriers. 

Included in this guide are details about the most common environmental 
public health and healthy housing concerns rural and frontier communities 
experience, as well as the related barriers faced by the workforce.                                    
Also included are intervention tools and examples of best practices that  
practitioners can implement to address concerns, reduce risks, increase safety, 
and improve public health outcomes for rural and frontier communities. 

 

https://nchh.org/tools-and-data/data/state-of-healthy-housing/executive-summary/
https://nchh.org/tools-and-data/data/state-of-healthy-housing/executive-summary/
https://nchh.org/information-and-evidence/learn-about-healthy-housing/healthy-homes-principles/
https://nchh.org/information-and-evidence/learn-about-healthy-housing/healthy-homes-principles/
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Definition 
The definition of rural varies federally, 
which allows for variations in population 
size, location, terminology, and data. A 
study published in October 2021 assessed 
the relative performance of eight federal 
rural definitions in identifying rural urban 
disparities and found that, depending on 
the definition of rural, the rural population 
varied from 6.9 million people to 75.5 
million people across the United States. 
The U.S. Census Bureau defines any 
population, housing, or territory that is not 
in an urban area (50,000 or more people) 
as rural. According to the Census Bureau 
in 2017, 60 million Americans (one in five) 
live in rural communities; and the southern 
region, which encompasses 16 states 
and the District of Columbia, is home to 
nearly half (47%) of all U.S. rural residents.

In the rural-urban continuum, frontier 
communities tend to be the most isolated 
and sparsely populated. They are 
frequently characterized by low population 
density and considerable travel time to 
basic amenities like schools, grocery 
stores, or to receive medical care. More 
than 12 million people living in the U.S. 
live in frontier areas. Ninety-five percent 
of frontier areas are located within only 
19 states, with many frontier counties 
located in the Western part of the country. 

Race & Ethnicity
Significant populations of older adults 
and Black, Indigenous, and people of 
color (BIPOC) living in rural communities. 
Eighteen percent (18%) of people living in 
rural counties are 65 years old or older, 
compared to 13% in urban areas. While 
the majority (76%) of people living in rural 
areas are non-Hispanic White, diversity 
areas has increased over the last decade. 
Individuals who identify as Hispanic 
represent the largest BIPOC group in rural 
areas, followed by individuals who identify 
as Black. New Americans accounted for 
37% of the growth in rural communities 
between 2000 and 2018. According to 
the First Nations Development Institute 
(FNDI), 54% of American Indian and 
Alaska Natives in the U.S. live in rural 
and small-town areas. In the Rocky 
Mountains, plains, and southwest 
regions of the U.S., rural populations 
reach 64-66%. In addition, 68% of 
the American Indian Alaskan Native 
population either reside in sovereign 
governed areas or near tribal homelands.

Belief
Though the population density of rural 
communities is low, the population is 
diverse, and the communities have unique 
strengths and challenges. For example, 
residents of rural communities often share 
common beliefs and values, including 
feeling rooted in their local area and family 
ties. A majority of rural residents say that 
most people in rural areas have similar 
values to their own. Further, rural and 
frontier communities are key sources of 
food, water, energy, and natural resources 
for residents throughout the U.S. Forty-
nine percent (49%) of the freshwater in the 
United States is found in or near remote 
areas such as frontier communities.

Understanding Rural and Frontier Communities

https://journals.lww.com/lww-medicalcare/fulltext/2021/10001/which_definition_of_rurality_should_i_use___the.4.aspx
https://www.census.gov/
https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2017/08/rural-america.html
https://mtgis-portal.geo.census.gov/arcgis/apps/storymaps/collections/189aa1dbd64c4c81b3b4a2b71124f6c6?item=1
https://mtgis-portal.geo.census.gov/arcgis/apps/storymaps/collections/189aa1dbd64c4c81b3b4a2b71124f6c6?item=1
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/topics/frontier#definition
https://frontierus.org/what-is-frontier/#:~:text=The%20Real%20Frontier,-Throughout%20our%20history&text=Fifty%2Dsix%20percent%20of%20America,people%20living%20in%20remote%20areas.
https://frontierus.org/what-is-frontier/#:~:text=The%20Real%20Frontier,-Throughout%20our%20history&text=Fifty%2Dsix%20percent%20of%20America,people%20living%20in%20remote%20areas.
https://frontierus.org/what-is-frontier/#:~:text=The%20Real%20Frontier,-Throughout%20our%20history&text=Fifty%2Dsix%20percent%20of%20America,people%20living%20in%20remote%20areas.
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/topics/frontier#definition
https://carsey.unh.edu/publication/growing-racial-diversity-rural-america-results-2020-census#:~:text=Rural%20America%20remains%20predominately%20non,in%202020%20than%20in%202010
https://www.jsi.com/health-disparities-in-rural-america/
https://carsey.unh.edu/publication/growing-racial-diversity-rural-america-results-2020-census#:~:text=Rural%20America%20remains%20predominately%20non,in%202020%20than%20in%202010
https://carsey.unh.edu/publication/growing-racial-diversity-rural-america-results-2020-census#:~:text=Rural%20America%20remains%20predominately%20non,in%202020%20than%20in%202010
https://carsey.unh.edu/publication/growing-racial-diversity-rural-america-results-2020-census#:~:text=Rural%20America%20remains%20predominately%20non,in%202020%20than%20in%202010
https://carsey.unh.edu/publication/growing-racial-diversity-rural-america-results-2020-census#:~:text=Rural%20America%20remains%20predominately%20non,in%202020%20than%20in%202010
https://www.usetinc.org/wp-content/uploads/bvenuti/WWS/2017/May%202017/May%208/Twice%20Invisible%20-%20Research%20Note.pdf
https://www.usetinc.org/wp-content/uploads/bvenuti/WWS/2017/May%202017/May%208/Twice%20Invisible%20-%20Research%20Note.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2018/05/22/what-unites-and-divides-urban-suburban-and-rural-communities/
https://nca2014.globalchange.gov/highlights/regions/rural-communities
https://nca2014.globalchange.gov/highlights/regions/rural-communities
https://frontierus.org/what-is-frontier/#:~:text=The%20Real%20Frontier,-Throughout%20our%20history&text=Fifty%2Dsix%20percent%20of%20America,people%20living%20in%20remote%20areas.
https://frontierus.org/what-is-frontier/#:~:text=The%20Real%20Frontier,-Throughout%20our%20history&text=Fifty%2Dsix%20percent%20of%20America,people%20living%20in%20remote%20areas.


4 Opportunities to Address Healthy Housing Needs in Rural and Frontier Communities: 
A Guide for Environmental Public Health Professionals

Environmental Health and Housing Concerns 
When supporting rural communities it’s 
important to understanding the issues 
they face in order to navigate obstacles 
and uplift and strengthen them. 

Limited Infrastructure and 
Resources
Rural areas may have limited access to 
public infrastructure, including municipal 
water systems and wastewater treatment, 
leading to reliance on private wells, 
septic systems, and other decentralized 
systems that may not be regulated. 
These areas also may not have sufficient 
resources to monitor drinking water.

•	 12% of rural Americans report issues 
with their sewage systems.

•	 48% of households on Native 
American reservations lack clean 
water or adequate sanitation.

•	 Native American homes are 19 times 
more likely to lack indoor plumbing than 
hose inhabited by White residents. 

•	 Private wells are not regulated by 
federal or, frequently, state or local laws.

Limited Data & Technology
Sparse population density of rural 
areas, especially when coupled with 
diverse terrain or lack of broadband 
access, can hinder digital data collection 
efforts to identify environmental health 
trends and emerging threats.

•	 In rural communities, 37% more 
residents do not have access 
to broadband versus residents 
in urban communities.

•	 Alaska, Oklahoma, and Wyoming 
have the most limited high-speed 
Internet access and the largest gap in 
access to and use of digital technology 
between urban and rural areas.

The Power of 
Rural Communities

Despite experiencing health-related 
disparities, rural communities have 
historically shown strength and resilience 
during natural disasters, demographic shifts, 
and economic declines. Rural communities 
have diverse populations whose strengths 
are seen in their shared values and beliefs. 
Most adults (62%) in rural communities 
believe they can make an impact in their 
community, including 27% believing they can 
make a great impact.

Health Disparities & Limited 
Access to Care 
People living in rural areas have fewer 
primary care providers, lower rates of 
health insurance coverage, and higher 
percentages of residents paying for health 
care costs out-of-pocket than individuals 
living in urban or suburban communities. 

Rural residents experience higher rates of 
lung cancer, primarily attributed to higher 
rates of tobacco use, and colorectal 
cancer, primarily attributed to obesity and 
lower preventative cancer screening rates. 
Residents living in rural areas also have 
higher rates of death due to heart disease, 
stroke, and chronic lower respiratory 
disease compared to urban residents. In 
addition, chronic obstructive pulmonary 
disease (COPD) is over twice as common 
in rural areas versus urban areas.
More than 70% of counties in the 
U.S. do not have medical oncologists 
and only 3% of medical oncologists 
practice in rural communities. 

 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5e80f1a64ed7dc3408525fb9/t/6092ddcc499e1b6a6a07ba3a/1620237782228/Dig-Deep_Closing-the-Water-Access-Gap-in-the-United-States_DIGITAL_compressed.pdf
https://www.naturalresourcespolicy.org/docs/water-tribes/wti-executive-summary-4.2021.pdf
https://www.naturalresourcespolicy.org/docs/water-tribes/wti-executive-summary-4.2021.pdf
https://www.naturalresourcespolicy.org/docs/water-tribes/wti-executive-summary-4.2021.pdf
https://www.naturalresourcespolicy.org/docs/water-tribes/wti-executive-summary-4.2021.pdf
https://www.naturalresourcespolicy.org/docs/water-tribes/wti-executive-summary-4.2021.pdf
https://www.nlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/nlc-bridging-the-urban-rural-divide.pdf
https://www.nlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/nlc-bridging-the-urban-rural-divide.pdf
https://www.nlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/nlc-bridging-the-urban-rural-divide.pdf
https://www.nlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/nlc-bridging-the-urban-rural-divide.pdf
https://www.rwjf.org/en/insights/our-research/2019/05/life-in-rural-america--part-ii.html
https://www.rwjf.org/en/insights/our-research/2019/05/life-in-rural-america--part-ii.html
https://www.rwjf.org/en/insights/our-research/2019/05/life-in-rural-america--part-ii.html
https://depts.washington.edu/fammed/rhrc/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2020/06/RHRC_PB167_Larson.pdf
https://depts.washington.edu/fammed/rhrc/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2020/06/RHRC_PB167_Larson.pdf
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/topics/healthcare-access
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/topics/healthcare-access
https://hpi.georgetown.edu/rural/
https://hpi.georgetown.edu/rural/
https://hpi.georgetown.edu/rural/
https://gis.cancer.gov/mapstory/rural-urban/index.html
https://gis.cancer.gov/mapstory/rural-urban/index.html
https://gis.cancer.gov/mapstory/rural-urban/index.html
https://gis.cancer.gov/mapstory/rural-urban/index.html
https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/science/health-disparities-and-inequities
https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/science/health-disparities-and-inequities
https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/science/health-disparities-and-inequities
https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/science/health-disparities-and-inequities
https://gis.cancer.gov/mapstory/rural-urban/index.html
https://gis.cancer.gov/mapstory/rural-urban/index.html
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Geographic Barriers 
Long distances between communities 
in rural and frontier areas can make it 
difficult to conduct site visits, provide in-
person services, and respond to issues in 
a timely way. Long travel distances also 
increase travel costs, straining already 
limited budgets, and may limit workforce 
retention due to the isolating nature of the 
travel.

Geographical isolation and low population 
density can also lead to fewer housing 
choices and limited access to services to 
address  housing quality.

Older Housing Stock 
Rural areas often have a higher proportion 
of older, substandard homes with risks 
like lead paint, asbestos, mold, inadequate 
wiring, and lack of modern ventilation/
plumbing systems. Further, resources for 
remediation are frequently limited.

Approximately 11.5 million rural homes 
have at least one environmental health 
hazard, such as pests, peeling paint 
(which may contain lead hazards), water 
leaks, foundation problems, and mold. 
More than 1.4 million homes in rural areas 
are considered severely or moderately 
inadequate and 1 out of 5 residents 
living in rural communities have recently 
worried about the effects of housing on 
their family’s health and safety. 

Rural communities have an aging housing 
stock, much of which is in need of repairs and 
renovations. BIPOC residents of rural America 
are more likely to live in substandard housing 
than White residents which is consistent 
with disparities observed nationally.

Residential Overcrowding 
Multigenerational families and households 
with low-income often reside together in 
rural housing, increasing risk of infectious 
disease transmission, indoor air quality 
issues from cooking/heating, and mental 
health impacts from lack of space. 
Overcrowding also impacts private wells 
and overworks septic systems that were 
designed for fewer tenants

Indoor Air Pollution 
Residents living in rural areas are more 
likely to use coal or wood-burning stoves 
as a heating source, which contribute to 
poor indoor air quality; 1.5 million rural 
households use wood, 70,000 use coal, 
and 1.9 million use fuel oil or kerosene. 
Wood stoves can generate particulates 
and carbon monoxide gas and create fire 
and burn risks if not properly maintained.

Limited Weatherization and High 
Energy Use 
Rural housing often lacks proper 
insulation and weatherproofing, leaving 
residents vulnerable to high heat or 
extreme cold, health risks such as 
mold accumulation due to inadequate 
ventilation, as well as disproportionately 
high energy costs

The median energy burden for rural 
households is 4.4% compared to the 
national level of 3.3%. This burden is even 
greater for residents with low-incomes, 
renters, BIPOC households, older 
adults, and those living in manufactured 
or multifamily housing. Compared to 
8.4% of large metro counties, 31.5% of 
rural counties had 60-150 heat related 
emergency department visits per 100,000 
residents.

High Rates of Vacant Homes
Vacant and abandoned homes can 
become an environmental and safety 
issue for residents. The cost of 
improvements increases significantly 
when renters and homeowners defer 
repairs or maintenance. More than 
450,000 homes in rural communities are 
abandoned or in need of repair largely due 
to cost.

https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/ahs/data/interactive/ahstablecreator.html?s_areas=00000&s_year=2021&s_tablename=TABLE5&s_bygroup1=1&s_bygroup2=1&s_filtergroup1=1&s_filtergroup2=4
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/ahs/data/interactive/ahstablecreator.html?s_areas=00000&s_year=2017&s_tablename=TABLE5&s_bygroup1=1&s_bygroup2=1&s_filtergroup1=1&s_filtergroup2=4
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/ahs/data/interactive/ahstablecreator.html?s_areas=00000&s_year=2017&s_tablename=TABLE5&s_bygroup1=1&s_bygroup2=1&s_filtergroup1=1&s_filtergroup2=4
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/ahs/data/interactive/ahstablecreator.html?s_areas=00000&s_year=2017&s_tablename=TABLE5&s_bygroup1=1&s_bygroup2=1&s_filtergroup1=1&s_filtergroup2=4
https://www.rwjf.org/en/insights/our-research/2019/05/life-in-rural-america--part-ii.html
https://www.rwjf.org/en/insights/our-research/2019/05/life-in-rural-america--part-ii.html
https://www.rwjf.org/en/insights/our-research/2019/05/life-in-rural-america--part-ii.html
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/toolkits/sdoh/2/built-environment/housing-quality
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/toolkits/sdoh/2/built-environment/housing-quality
https://rhrc.umn.edu/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Crowded-housing-and-cost-burden-policy-brief_final.pdf
https://rhrc.umn.edu/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Crowded-housing-and-cost-burden-policy-brief_final.pdf
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/toolkits/sdoh/2/built-environment/housing-quality
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/toolkits/sdoh/2/built-environment/housing-quality
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/toolkits/sdoh/2/built-environment/housing-quality
https://data.census.gov/table/ACSDP5Y2021.DP04?q=DP04&g=010XX43US
https://data.census.gov/table/ACSDP5Y2021.DP04?q=DP04&g=010XX43US
https://data.census.gov/table/ACSDP5Y2021.DP04?q=DP04&g=010XX43US
https://www.aceee.org/sites/default/files/publications/researchreports/u1806.pdf
https://www.aceee.org/sites/default/files/publications/researchreports/u1806.pdf
https://hcup-us.ahrq.gov/reports/ataglance/HCUPanalysisHeatExposureEDvsts.pdf
https://hcup-us.ahrq.gov/reports/ataglance/HCUPanalysisHeatExposureEDvsts.pdf
https://hcup-us.ahrq.gov/reports/ataglance/HCUPanalysisHeatExposureEDvsts.pdf
https://www.changelabsolutions.org/blog/pathways-improved-housing-quality-rural-places
https://www.changelabsolutions.org/blog/pathways-improved-housing-quality-rural-places
https://www.changelabsolutions.org/blog/pathways-improved-housing-quality-rural-places
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Mobile and Manufactured Home
In rural communities, 20% of housing consists of 
mobile homes; Southern states, such as South Carolina 
and North Carolina, have higher percentages. Of 
individuals living in mobile homes in rural areas: 

•	 33% report recently worrying about their housing 
conditions affecting their family’s health or safety.

•	 40% report experiencing problems with 
pests, bugs, or wild animals.

•	 23% report problems with mold or other 
environmental health problems. 

•	 27% report problems with inadequate heating and cooling.

Poor Water Quality or Limited Access to Water
Rural communities often have challenges with poor water quality, 
access to water and sewer services, and aging infrastructure. 
The US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) classifies small 
community water systems as those that serve fewer than 10,000 
people. In the U.S, 92% of community water systems are small 
systems; these systems serve 18% of the country’s population. 

According to USDA, unique challenges faced by rural water 
systems include their large, spread-out service areas, 
reduced economies of scale, and high operator turnover. 

Limited Funding
Funding can be also be a challenge specific to systems in rural 
areas. Nationally, local government revenues provide 98% of 
public investment in water and sewer infrastructure, which can 
pose an obstacle for rural areas that have a smaller revenue 
base or economic challenges. Between 2010 and 2020, rural 
communities experienced a 41% increase in water and sewer 
utility rates, while suburban areas had a 27% increase. 

Aging Infrastructure
Communities with limited or aging systems may be 
especially vulnerable to health hazards in their water. For 
example, 85% of community water systems with high 
levels of nitrates have no treatment systems in place to 
address nitrates. Nitrates are a common hazard in farming 
communities due to runoff from fertilizer and manure.

Unregulated Private Wells
43 million residents have private wells. Private wells are 
not regulated by the Safe Drinking Water Act, meaning 
that there is no universal or regular testing of well water 
for contamination. EPA recommends that homeowners 
test their wells annually; US Geological Survey 
advises that some counties offer free well testing.

•	 In 2009, USGS released a report with test results from 2100 
private wells in 48 states. They found that one in five wells had 
at least one contaminant above a benchmark level for human 
health. Identified contaminants included metals, radionuclides, 
nitrates, pesticides, solvents, and microbial contaminants. 

•	 A 2020 study of private wells in three Illinois counties 
found lead in 48% of the homes’ drinking water, with 
3.3% of those levels above the EPA action level.

PHOTO?

https://ruralhome.org/rental-affordability-crisis-continues/
https://ruralhome.org/rental-affordability-crisis-continues/
https://ruralhome.org/rental-affordability-crisis-continues/
https://www.rwjf.org/en/insights/our-research/2019/05/life-in-rural-america--part-ii.html
https://www.rwjf.org/en/insights/our-research/2019/05/life-in-rural-america--part-ii.html
https://www.rwjf.org/en/insights/our-research/2019/05/life-in-rural-america--part-ii.html
https://www.rwjf.org/en/insights/our-research/2019/05/life-in-rural-america--part-ii.html
https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2015-12/documents/epa816r10022.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2015-12/documents/epa816r10022.pdf
https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/34-2024-RUS.pdf
https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/34-2024-RUS.pdf
https://www.changelabsolutions.org/blog/how-poor-water-access-dilutes-quality-life-rural-communities
https://www.changelabsolutions.org/blog/how-poor-water-access-dilutes-quality-life-rural-communities
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/crsj/publications/human_rights_magazine_home/vol--44--no-2--housing/rural-america-s-drinking-water-crisis/
https://www.changelabsolutions.org/blog/how-poor-water-access-dilutes-quality-life-rural-communities
https://www.epa.gov/privatewells/protect-your-homes-water
https://www.usgs.gov/faqs/where-can-i-get-my-well-water-tested
https://www.usgs.gov/faqs/where-can-i-get-my-well-water-tested
https://www.usgs.gov/mission-areas/water-resources/science/domestic-private-supply-wells
https://nchh.org/resource-library/article_2020.11.27_predictors-of-water-lead-levels-in-drinking-water-of-homes-with-domestic-wells-in-3-illinois-counties.pdf
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Pesticide Exposure 
Residents in rural, agricultural areas live at the interface of 
chemical exposure and occupation. Exposure to pesticides 
have been linked to many health issues including birth 
defects, autism, cancer, and Parkinson’s disease. In the 
United States, almost 90% of pesticides are used in 
commercial agriculture, which can disproportionately expose 
farmworkers and their families to hazardous chemicals in 
the course of their job or proximity of their home to the 
agricultural area via household dust. Pesticide levels in 
the blood and urine of farmworkers has been found to 
be up to 400 times higher than the national average.  

Extreme Weather and Limited Preparedness
Rural areas can be more vulnerable to extreme weather and 
climate impacts and often experience slower disaster recovery. 
Further, they often lack emergency planning infrastructure 
and rely on volunteers for combatting events like fires and 
floods. Only 29% of rural counties have one or more land 
use planner compared to 73% of metropolitan counties. 

One in six community disaster resilience zones 
(CDRZ) – areas designated by FEMA to identify at-risk 
communities –  are in remote rural counties, and 35% 
of the population in the CDRZs are in rural areas. 

These CRDZs have higher proportions of BIPOC 
residents than rural communities overall.

Rural communities with very limited capacity face significant 
risks from climate threats. Among the 7,704 rural communities 
nationally with such limitations, 46% are at high risk of flooding.

The impact of wildfires on air quality and public health is 
an increasing concern nationally, and particularly for rural 
communities, especially in the Western United States. Longer-
term wildfire smoke exposure is linked to negative health 
impacts like respiratory and cardiovascular diseases.

Groundwater is the source of more than 90% of rural 
communities’ drinking water, making rural residents more 
susceptible to running out of water during droughts.PHOTO

https://www.panna.org/resources/rural-families/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/us-pesticide-regulation-is-failing-the-hardest-hit-communities-its-time-to-fix-it/#:~:text=Nearly%2090%25%20of%20pesticides%20in,a%20long%20day%20at%20work.
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/us-pesticide-regulation-is-failing-the-hardest-hit-communities-its-time-to-fix-it/#:~:text=Nearly%2090%25%20of%20pesticides%20in,a%20long%20day%20at%20work.
https://nca2014.globalchange.gov/highlights/regions/rural-communities
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/rural-communities-color-are-overrepresented-among-community-disaster-resilience-zones
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/rural-communities-color-are-overrepresented-among-community-disaster-resilience-zones
https://headwaterseconomics.org/equity/rural-capacity-map/
https://headwaterseconomics.org/equity/rural-capacity-map/
https://headwaterseconomics.org/equity/rural-capacity-map/
https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/17/22/8393
https://www.usgs.gov/faqs/how-important-groundwater
https://www.ppic.org/blog/reducing-drought-risks-in-rural-communities/#:~:text=Rural%20residents%20are%20more%20vulnerable,when%20pumping%20lowers%20groundwater%20levels.
https://www.ppic.org/blog/reducing-drought-risks-in-rural-communities/#:~:text=Rural%20residents%20are%20more%20vulnerable,when%20pumping%20lowers%20groundwater%20levels.
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This section outlines examples of innovative strategies, 
best practices, resources, and links to more information 
to support practitioners to ensure environmental health 
and healthy housing in rural and frontier communities.                                               
The 10 Essential Public Health Services can also be a 
useful framework to assess the needs in your community 
and the services you are able to provide, or are considering 
expanding, and incorporated into the strategies below.

Perform Multi-Sector Home Visits 
Multi-sector home visits can be an impactful public health 
strategy in rural areas where access barriers and health 
disparities exist. Teams comprised of nurses, environmental 
public health professionals, social workers, and community 
health workers can coordinate and conduct joint visits. They 
conduct enable holistic assessments of home environmental 
health risks like mold, lead, and safety hazards along with 
resident health issues, medication compliance, nutritional 
status, and behavioral health. Having one visit address 
connections between health conditions, environmental 
health exposures, and social determinants improves 
efficiency for isolated residents and builds rapport. 

Example Multi-Sector Home Visit Programs

The Community Aging in Place-Advancing Better Living for 
Elders (CAPABLE) program is a person-centered approach to the 
older adult resident and their homes. Over the course of five months, 
home visits are conducted by an occupational therapist, registered 
nurse, and a home repair professional. The goal of the cross-sector 
team is to increase the residents’ control over their physical function 
and improve the condition of their home so that they can remain 
in their home independently. Program outcomes include improved 
health care access, improved service quality through partnerships, 
and collaboration, information-sharing, and partnership-building. 

US Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) Office 
of Lead Hazard Control and Healthy Homes offers grants through the 
Older Adult Home Modification Program to state and local governments, 
nonprofit organizations, and public housing agencies to make home 
modifications that allow older adults to age in place. A portion of 
these funds are reserved for rural communities in every grant cycle.

The Healthy Homes Coalition of West Michigan (HHCWM) partners 
with Priority Health and Corewell Health Visiting Nurses to implement 
the Priority Health Asthma Program. The home visit teams consist of a 
Healthy Housing Specialist from HHCWM and a nurse from Priority Health 
or Corewell. The Healthy Housing Specialist works to identify and reduce 
asthma triggers while the nurse supports the management of asthma 
symptoms. The program includes six visits from the home visit team.

 

Solutions to Address Environmental Health & Housing Issues

https://www.cdc.gov/environmental-health-services/php/10-essential-services/index.html
https://nchh.org/resource-library/brief_aging-gracefully-in-place_an-evaluation-of-the-capability-of-the-capable-approach.pdf
https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/healthy_homes/grant_opportunities
https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/healthy_homes/grant_opportunities
https://www.hud.gov/sites/dfiles/CFO/documents/Older_Adult_Home_Modification_Grant_Program(FR-6700-N-69).pdf
https://hhcwm.org/programs/priority-health-asthma-program
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Example Community Paramedicine Programs

The Rural Health Information Hub’s 
topic guide for community paramedicine 
provides tools for understanding and 
establishing community paramedicine 
programs, and details the Queen Anne’s 
County Mobile Integrated Community 
Health Program, which conducts home 
visits with a community health nurse, 
paramedic, a pharmacist, and a peer support 
and addictions counselor as needed. 
The program provides services including 
education, home safety checks, and fall risk 
assessments. The hub also describes the 
Mobile Integrated Healthcare Network in 
Missouri that conducts home visits with a 
community paramedic and a community health 
worker. The program provides home safety 
assessments and basic preventative care. 

A Healthy Homes Program was developed 
by Boulder County Public Health in 2023 
to build provide residents with information 
and resources that foster safe and 
healthy homes. The program utilizes a 
Health in All Policies (HiAP) approach.

The Maine Community Paramedicine 
Pilot Programs established in 2012 allowed 
paramedics to conduct home visits in 12 
regions, nine of which were rural. Paramedics 
were allowed to evaluate vital signs and 
weight, offer basic care, and provide education 
on health topics as well as assess the safety 
of the home and conduct fall risk assessments. 
Training was provided to prepare emergency 
medical services (EMS) staff for home visits.

An environmental remediation program at 
the Multnomah County Health Department 
in 2013 focused on moderate remediation 
measures. The program included a 
multidisciplinary team of a certified community 
health worker, a registered nurse, and a 
registered environmental health specialist or a 
certified asthma educator as a case manager. 
The team provided behavioral intervention,    
environmental health education, and supplies 
like vacuum cleaners, green cleaning 
kits, and encasements. The team also 
referred residents to community partners 
who assist with weatherization, minor 
repairs, structural integrity or relocation. 

Meals on Wheel’s in-home safety 
initiative assists older adults in identifying 
and addressing fall related hazards in 
their homes. Local programs are offered 
throughout the United States, including 
in rural communities and may also offer 
referrals or direct home repair services.

Community Paramedicine 
An emerging model for providing support 
to residents in their homes is through 
community paramedicine, which equips 
Emergency Medical Technicians (EMTs) 
and paramedics to provide public health, 
preventative health, and primary care 
services when responding to calls or 
serving residents in their homes. This 
can help fill a gap in rural areas where 
residents may lack access to medical 
services and facilities and may rely on 
emergency services for primary care. 

The National Conference of State 
Legislatures provides an overview 
of which states include community 
paramedicine in EMS licensing, and 
which states reimburse for community 
paramedicine through Medicaid. 

In 2023, the National Academy of 
Emergency Medical Technicians 
conducted a survey of 199 EMS programs 
that either currently or previously 
offered community paramedicine 
programs. Of the respondents, 30% 
served rural and frontier communities, 
and another 20% served both suburban 
and rural communities. Home health 
partnerships were the fifth most popular 
service offered at 34% of programs. 

 

https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/topics/community-paramedicine
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/project-examples/1087
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/project-examples/1087
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/project-examples/1087
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/project-examples/1119
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/project-examples/1119
https://bouldercounty.gov/environment/healthy-home/#get-a-healthy-home-assessment
https://www.maine.gov/future/sites/maine.gov.ems/files/inline-files/cp_muskie_report.pdf
https://www.maine.gov/future/sites/maine.gov.ems/files/inline-files/cp_muskie_report.pdf
https://nchh.org/resource-library/epa_managing-asthma-through-home-visits_empowering-individuals-to-create-healthy-home-environments.pdf
https://www.mealsonwheelsamerica.org/learn-more/research/older-adults-and-in-home-safety
https://www.ncsl.org/state-legislatures-news/details/community-paramedicine-connecting-patients-to-care-and-reducing-costs
https://naemt.org/docs/default-source/community-paramedicine/toolkit/mihcp-presentation_may-2023.pdf
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Develop and Maintain 
Partnerships (cross-sector collaborations)

Partnering with a diverse set of 
federal, state, local, and non-
governmental organizations and 
programs helps to provide more 
comprehensive and effective services. 

Important partners may include 
faith-based organizations, refugee 
organizations, public housing authorities, 
water utilities, building/housing 
departments and code enforcement 
programs, physicians, legal aid and 
tenant advocate programs, landlords, 
educators, environmental justice 
programs at the state and local 
levels, healthy homes programs at the 
state and local level, the EPA, HUD, 
CDC, and Pediatric Environmental 
Health Specialty Units (PEHSU). See 
appendix for partnership table. 

The following strategies and resources 
can be used to identify cross-sector 
partners and strategies to ensure healthy 
and safe homes and environments. 

Collaborate with Water Utilities 
to Address Water Contamination
Visit the EPA’s Safe Drinking Water 
Information Systems (SDWIS) webpage to 
identify public water systems in your area. 

•	 Use A Critical Connection: The 
Water and Healthcare/Public Health 
Sectors from EPA to identify action 

steps that you can take in partnership 
with your local utility to prepare for 
emergencies and protect health. Water 
system partnerships are partnerships 
between different water systems, often 
ones in neighboring areas, and may 
include combining services, sharing 
equipment, or formal consolidation. 

•	 Review EPA’s collection and interactive 
map of water system partnership case 
studies. While public health agencies 
are not traditionally included in these 
partnerships, if you are working closely 
with your utility, these examples 
may help identify opportunities 
for addressing challenges. 

•	 Partner to take advantage of funding 
opportunities to remove lead service 
lines. Review the Lead Service 
Line Replacement Collaborative’s 
information on funding replacement 
of lead service lines. EPA also offers 
funding for Small, Underserved, and 
Disadvantaged Communities. 

•	 Review EPA’s Community-Based 
Water Resilience Guide, specifically 
the section on the Water Resilience 
Action Plan Kit for information about 
holding a community workshop to 
prepare for service interruptions.

Resources for Creating &
Maintaining Partnerships

The National Association of County 
and City Health Officials’ (NACCHO) 
resource, Mobilizing Community 
Partnerships in Rural Communities Toolkit, 
offers general recommendations and 
stories from local organizations about 
how to successfully develop and maintain 
partnerships in rural communities.

Build Healthy Places Network’s guide, 
A Playbook for New Rural Healthcare 
Partnership Models of Investment, 
offers action-oriented guidance to 
healthcare organizations that would like 
to establish cross-sector partnerships 
in rural areas. The playbook includes 
healthcare and healthy housing case 
studies, which offer health partnership 
strategies for cross-sector rural work.

The Association of State and Territorial 
Health Officials’ (ASTHO) report, 
Supporting Resilience in Rural Areas 
Through Cross-Sector Partnerships, uses 
a Health in All Policies (HiAP) approach 
and provides considerations, strategies, 
and examples of working with partners 
across sectors to improve health and 
resilience in rural communities. 

NACCHO’s Quick-Start Guide to Using 
Health in All Policies provides a guide to 
implementing a HiAP approach in making 
and implementing decisions and plans for 
addressing social determinants of health.

The SOPHIA Guide for Health in All Policies 
Implementation provides tools, tips, and 
strategies for implementing a HiAP approach. 

 

https://enviro.epa.gov/envirofacts/sdwis/search
https://enviro.epa.gov/envirofacts/sdwis/search
https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2022-10/221024_WaterHealth_508c.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2022-10/221024_WaterHealth_508c.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2022-10/221024_WaterHealth_508c.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/dwcapacity/water-system-partnerships-case-studies
https://epa.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=a99dcae5390449e88ea74e4a7e3fcb07
https://epa.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=a99dcae5390449e88ea74e4a7e3fcb07
https://www.lslr-collaborative.org/funding.html
https://www.lslr-collaborative.org/funding.html
https://www.lslr-collaborative.org/funding.html
https://www.epa.gov/dwcapacity/wiin-grant-small-underserved-and-disadvantaged-communities-grant-program-0
https://www.epa.gov/dwcapacity/wiin-grant-small-underserved-and-disadvantaged-communities-grant-program-0
https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2022-10/220914-CBWR_508c.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2022-10/220914-CBWR_508c.pdf
https://www.naccho.org/uploads/downloadable-resources/SE-mobilizing-community-partnerships-rural-toolkit77.pdf
https://www.naccho.org/uploads/downloadable-resources/SE-mobilizing-community-partnerships-rural-toolkit77.pdf
https://buildhealthyplaces.org/downloads/Build-Healthy-Places-Network-Rural-Playbook.pdf
https://buildhealthyplaces.org/downloads/Build-Healthy-Places-Network-Rural-Playbook.pdf
https://www.astho.org/topic/report/supporting-resilience-in-rural-areas-through-cross-sector-partnerships/
https://www.astho.org/topic/report/supporting-resilience-in-rural-areas-through-cross-sector-partnerships/
https://www.naccho.org/uploads/full-width-images/HiAP-Quick-Start-Guide-FINAL.pdf
https://www.naccho.org/uploads/full-width-images/HiAP-Quick-Start-Guide-FINAL.pdf
https://cdn.wildapricot.com/198906/resources/Documents/HiAP_Implementation_Guide.pdf?version=1701459586000&Policy=eyJTdGF0ZW1lbnQiOiBbeyJSZXNvdXJjZSI6Imh0dHBzOi8vY2RuLndpbGRhcHJpY290LmNvbS8xOTg5MDYvcmVzb3VyY2VzL0RvY3VtZW50cy9IaUFQX0ltcGxlbWVudGF0aW9uX0d1aWRlLnBkZj92ZXJzaW9uPTE3MDE0NTk1ODYwMDAiLCJDb25kaXRpb24iOnsiRGF0ZUxlc3NUaGFuIjp7IkFXUzpFcG9jaFRpbWUiOjE3MjE0MjM0MzR9LCJJcEFkZHJlc3MiOnsiQVdTOlNvdXJjZUlwIjoiMC4wLjAuMC8wIn19fV19&Signature=n-J8MhGwJvT6TzpAx3v9FvJwDlKUNYzvyQO~8gqStFlj2CL6xjjOlLX96qWEGBv-5gkbYyieMTeCp86ZTyYp8dNbRBSdbXmyBNgozPfL-04XdTq5TLVoIDuK2o25SnCkov4~AJyNJkIMFdqslnGBuJBmwV~Q6lcr48QHUQcDL-0lsXoSd~WumWN4Xa90mquSC0kFcPqKBMXHvYfcWOykWj6QoCD0oNETbrS8hN1SoOdsQGBQBPOetT4pyc3flf~w~nhk3sHF6qAlsXqMCQ57UycQTBD~IGsWLFLm1AXRLx53uwBENeli-39NPGtXp2NSL-v08NaMQL~7ejhLJgA5Jw__&Key-Pair-Id=K27MGQSHTHAGGF
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Explore Policy Solutions for 
Private Well Water Quality
Work to address water quality 
issues in private wells. ChangeLab 
Solutions offers a suite of tools for 
environmental and public health 
practitioners to explore policy solutions 
for improving well water quality:

•	 Closing the Water Quality Gap: 
provides an overview of water quality 
policy, how environmental and public 
health can affect policy change, and 
specific policies for well water. 

•	 Improving Well Water Quality and Well 
Stewardship Case Studies: provides 
four examples of state and local 
public health agencies using policy 
strategies to address well water.

•	 Navigating Unfamiliar Waters: leads 
public and environmental health 
professionals through identifying, 
exploring, adopting, implementing, 
and evaluating a new policy. 

Partner with Energy Utilities, 
Non-Profits, and Health Care 
Providers for Home Retrofits
Partner with energy utilities, local 
nonprofits, and/or healthcare providers to 
provide home retrofits that can improve 
both energy efficiency and health. Many 
utilities offer programs to customers 
to receive free or low-cost energy 
efficiency upgrades. Examples include:

•	 New Hampshire Electric Cooperative, 
which serves 118 communities in the 
state, offers income-qualified members 
an energy audit and up to $8,000 in 
energy efficiency and weatherization 
services, including insulation, air 
sealing, and health and safety 
measures. The cooperative partners 
with local community action agencies 
to handle the applications and conduct 
the retrofits. The services are available 
to both renters and homeowners. 

•	 Lane Electric, a cooperative energy 
utility that an area covering 2,600 
square miles in central western Oregon, 
offers small grants of up to $1,000 for 
all members (25% of weatherization 
costs) and up to $1,500 to low-income 
members for weatherization measures. 
If the property is a rental, the property 
owner must provide matching funds. 

•	 The Tennessee Valley Authority 
(TVA)’s Home Uplift Program provides 
funding to local utilities and local 
nonprofits to weatherize and upgrade 
homes throughout TVA’s service 
area. The most frequent interventions 
provided address home repairs, HVAC, 
insulation, air sealing, and duct work. 

Community action agencies may 
also offer weatherization or energy 
assistance programs, frequently funded 
by the federal Weatherization Assistance 
Program and Low-Income Home Energy 
Assistance Program. Washington 
State Community Action Partnership 
provides a Weatherization + Health 
program that addresses both energy 
efficiency, helping to provide relief from 
high energy bills, and home safety. 

Some health systems may also offer 
home retrofit programs. The Inova Health 
System partners with an affordable 
housing developer, Community 
Housing Partners (CHS) to provide 
energy efficiency and other home 
upgrades to patients who may benefit. 
Services are available for income-
qualifying homeowners and renters. 

https://www.changelabsolutions.org/well-water-rural-communities
https://www.changelabsolutions.org/sites/default/files/Closing-the-Gap_Water_Regulation-%26-Policies_FACT_SHEET-FINAL_20170725.pdf
https://www.changelabsolutions.org/product/improving-well-water-quality-well-stewardship
https://www.changelabsolutions.org/product/improving-well-water-quality-well-stewardship
https://www.changelabsolutions.org/sites/default/files/2019-06/Navigating-Unfamiliar-Waters_POLICY_GUIDE_FINAL_20190619.pdf
https://www.nhec.com/home-energy-assistance/
https://laneelectric.com/programs-services/current-programs/
https://www.energy.gov/sites/default/files/2022-06/bto-hpwes-tva-casestudy-v5-061622.pdf
https://www.energy.gov/sites/default/files/2022-06/bto-hpwes-tva-casestudy-v5-061622.pdf
https://www.energy.gov/sites/default/files/2022-06/bto-hpwes-tva-casestudy-v5-061622.pdf
https://wapartnership.org/services/energy-assistance-and-weatherization
https://www.communityhousingpartners.org/energy-solutions/inova/
https://www.communityhousingpartners.org/energy-solutions/inova/
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Address Lead Hazards with 
Health Care and Child Care 
Providers and Code Officials
Form partnerships to address lead 
hazards in housing. This factsheet 
provides a list of actions that 
local governments, including local 
public health, can take to prevent 
lead poisoning, including:

•	 Outreach to and collaborate with local 
physicians and health care providers. 
Provide educational presentations 
on the sources of lead and state 
blood lead testing requirements to 
raise awareness and encourage 
compliance with state mandated 
screening guidelines. This outreach 
can also result in healthcare providers 
meeting or exceeding health care 
lead related performance measures, 
increasing provider scoring on 
health care report cards, and further 
incentivizing collaboration and provider 
compliance with state lead screening 
mandates. The California Department 
of Health’s Report provides more 
detailed information on the ways 
that local health departments can 
collaborate with local physicians 
and health care providers.

•	 Collaborate with local childcare 
providers to identify and fix sources of 
lead. Use the Lead-Safe Toolkits for 
Home-Based Child Care and Center-
Based Child Care to share policies, 
strategies, and resources with childcare 
providers. Provide education about 
lead poisoning to administrators, 
teachers, and school nurses. The 
Connecticut State Department 
of Education website provides a 
list of professional development 
opportunities for educators.

•	 Collaborate with code enforcement 
officials to identify and improve codes 
that pertain to lead hazards in housing. 
Use the Code Comparison Tool to 
compare your local codes to the 
International Property Maintenance 
Code and the National Healthy 
Housing Standard, and review the 
guides and best practices here about 
proactive rental inspection as a tool 
for improving housing quality.

Partner with Universities to 
Address Pests
Collaborate with universities and 
extension services to address pests 
and implement Integrated Pest 
Management (IPM) strategies. 

•	 Oregon State University collaborates 
with local farmers, researchers, 
and experts to develop and 
implement IPM strategies.

•	 Cornell Cooperative Extension (CCE) 
in Delaware County, NY provides pest 
identification and IPM resources to local 
communities.  Cornell University test 
samples of insects, plants, and invasive 
species to identify the potential pest.

•	 Washington State University 
Extension developed factsheets 
that details IPM strategies 
including cultural, mechanical, 
biological and chemical methods to 
manage common indoor pests.

https://nchh.org/resource-library/fact-sheet_childhood-lead-poisoning_what-local-government-should-know-about-the-blrv.pdf
https://www.cdph.ca.gov/Programs/CCDPHP/DEODC/CLPPB/CDPH%20Document%20Library/CLPPBReport2024.pdf
https://nchh.org/tools-and-data/technical-assistance/protecting-children-from-lead-exposures-in-child-care/hbcc-toolkit/
https://nchh.org/tools-and-data/technical-assistance/protecting-children-from-lead-exposures-in-child-care/cbcc-toolkit/
https://nchh.org/tools-and-data/technical-assistance/protecting-children-from-lead-exposures-in-child-care/cbcc-toolkit/
https://portal.ct.gov/sde/publications/education-guidelines-for-the-prevention-and-management-of-lead-poisoning-in-children/professional-development-opportunities-for-educators
https://portal.ct.gov/sde/publications/education-guidelines-for-the-prevention-and-management-of-lead-poisoning-in-children/professional-development-opportunities-for-educators
http://nchh.org/tools-and-data/housing-code-tools/cct/
https://nchh.org/resources/policy/proactive-rental-inspections/
https://agsci.oregonstate.edu/oipmc
https://www.ccedelaware.org/horticulture-and-gardening/pests-integrated-pest-management/
https://www.ccedelaware.org/horticulture-and-gardening/pests-integrated-pest-management/
https://pestsense.wsu.edu/Home/PestsenseHome.aspx
https://pestsense.wsu.edu/Home/PestsenseHome.aspx
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Engage the Community Appropriately
Professionals working in environmental public health and 
healthy housing programs should have cultural humility and 
avoid judgmental communication. This is particularly true for 
those working with rural populations who have significant and 
growing diversity. Providing cultural competency training to 
staff and partnering with members of the community, including 
by using cultural navigators helps to ensure successful and 
respectful community engagement. To follow are resources 
and guidance for inclusive community engagement strategies.

•	 Communicate to Make a Difference Series includes 
five modules on cross-cultural communication and a 
collection of case studies that examine the practical 
application of the "Ten Strategies for Effective 
Cross-Cultural Communication," as described in the 
"Exploring Cross-Cultural Communication" course. 

•	 Guide to Providing Effective Communication and Language 
Assistance Services is designed to help you and your 
organization communicate effectively with patients with 
diverse communication needs and preferences.

•	 The Think Cultural Health library includes resources 
on cultural competency, cross- cultural communication 
skills, and how to develop culturally capable materials.

•	 The Colorado Centers for Excellence in Newcomer Health 
webpage and toolkit of resources provide information on 
cultural navigation and using cultural navigators when 
engaging with community members in public health programs. 

https://phtc-online.org/learning/?seriesId=5&status=all&sort=group
https://hclsig.thinkculturalhealth.hhs.gov/
https://hclsig.thinkculturalhealth.hhs.gov/
https://thinkculturalhealth.hhs.gov/resources/library
https://sites.google.com/state.co.us/refugeecoe/resources/cultural-navigation_1
https://sites.google.com/state.co.us/refugeecoe/resources/cultural-navigation_1/toolkit-of-resources
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Partner with Community    
Health Workers
Having partners and employees that 
represent the community builds trust and 
relationships with community members 
and benefits both the program and 
the community. Engaging Community 
Health Workers (CHWs) is one way to 
bring in people who are familiar with 
the community and the cultural context. 
CHWs are members of the community 
who provide public health services, which 
can include home assessments, where 
they play an especially important role 
given the vulnerability residents may feel 
about inviting a stranger into their homes. 

The Rural Health Information Hub 
Community Health Workers Toolkit 
includes an overview of CHWs and their 
role in rural communities, examples and 
models of CHW programs in rural areas, 
and tools and resources to help with 
program design, funding, implementation, 
evaluation, and dissemination. The 
National Rural Health Association’s 
policy brief: Community Health Workers: 
Recommendations for Bridging Healthcare 
Gaps in Rural America provides examples 
of where CHWs have helped provide 
services in rural communities, as well 
as recommendations for rural health 
policymakers. Training materials and 
resources available for CHWs related 
to healthy homes issues include:

•	 Community Health Worker Training 
Programs  as part of EPA's Asthma 
Community Network  helps 
individuals find existing training and 
certification options for CHWs in 
local communities and nationally.

•	 Community Health Worker Asthma 
Training from Seattle-King County 
Public Health outlines remote protocol 
guidance for all educational and 
environmental topics CHWs may be 
discussing with clients and describes 
a process to ensure successful 
delivery of the remote services. 

•	 Massachusetts Department of Public 
Health Asthma Home Visiting Training 
for Community Health Worker is a 
4-day training on asthma intervention 
protocol that includes a home visit, 
environmental assessment, and 
education on modifiable factors to 
reduce asthma triggers. Motivational 
interviewing techniques are also 
discussed. The 4-day training includes 
one day on asthma management 
and medications, two days on 
environmental assessment and 
trigger reduction, and one day on 
motivational interviewing techniques 

•	 Healthy Housing Principles 
•	 Healthy Home Principles and 

Assessment Practice for Health 
Educators and Community Workers 

Example Partnerships 
with Community      
Health Workers

TidalHealth, a large health service 
provider, partnered with Chesapeake 
Housing Mission and Rural Maryland 
Council to address healthy homes in rural 
Maryland. Utilizing a Community Health 
Worker (CHW), the hospital identifies 
homeowners that require housing repair 
assistance and refers them to Chesapeake 
Housing who conducts the repairs.

CHWs in Rhode Island are required 
by law to for legal challenges on 
unsafe housing conditions.

 

https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/toolkits/community-health-workers
https://www.ruralhealth.us/getmedia/46181600-f90e-433c-8d18-9b4f6e8ed3ec/Community-Health-Workers_Feb-2017_NRHA-Policy-Paper.pdf
https://www.ruralhealth.us/getmedia/46181600-f90e-433c-8d18-9b4f6e8ed3ec/Community-Health-Workers_Feb-2017_NRHA-Policy-Paper.pdf
https://www.ruralhealth.us/getmedia/46181600-f90e-433c-8d18-9b4f6e8ed3ec/Community-Health-Workers_Feb-2017_NRHA-Policy-Paper.pdf
https://www.asthmacommunitynetwork.org/chw_programs
https://www.asthmacommunitynetwork.org/chw_programs
https://elearning.nchh.org/login/index.php
https://elearning.nchh.org/login/index.php
https://kingcounty.gov/legacy/depts/health/chronic-diseases/asthma/training/CHW.aspx
https://kingcounty.gov/legacy/depts/health/chronic-diseases/asthma/training/CHW.aspx
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/community-health-worker-led-asthma-home-visiting
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/community-health-worker-led-asthma-home-visiting
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/community-health-worker-led-asthma-home-visiting
https://www.mass.gov/doc/the-massachusetts-community-health-worker-program-summary/download
https://www.bpi.org/certificates/healthy-housing-principles/
https://www.childrensmercy.org/in-the-community/community-programs-with-childrens-mercy/environmental-health-program/healthy-homes-training-opportunities/healthy-homes-principles-and-assessment-practice-for-community-workers/
https://www.childrensmercy.org/in-the-community/community-programs-with-childrens-mercy/environmental-health-program/healthy-homes-training-opportunities/healthy-homes-principles-and-assessment-practice-for-community-workers/
https://www.childrensmercy.org/in-the-community/community-programs-with-childrens-mercy/environmental-health-program/healthy-homes-training-opportunities/healthy-homes-principles-and-assessment-practice-for-community-workers/
https://www.chesapeakehousingmission.org/healthy-homes-initiative/
https://law.justia.com/codes/rhode-island/2022/title-23/chapter-23-64-1/section-23-64-1-8/
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Addressing the unique healthy housing needs 
in rural and frontier communities presents both 
significant challenges and tremendous opportunities. 
Environmental public health and healthy housing 
professionals play a crucial role in ensuring that 
residents of these areas have safe and healthy 
living environments. By understanding the specific 
concerns and barriers these communities face, 
and by implementing innovative and collaborative 
strategies, we can make substantial progress 
in improving public health outcomes.

Call to Action
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Other Resources
These resources offer additional tools for understanding 
the challenges and opportunities when working in rural 
communities.

•	 Leveraging Technology to Increase the Efficiency and 
Accessibility of Healthy Housing Services: Strategies for 
Rural Communities with Dispersed Populations from NCHH 
and NEHA provides a number of strategies to leverage 
technology to increase efficiency, accessibility, and scalability 
of services in rural and frontier communities. Each strategy 
includes a general description, useful tips, recommendations, 
examples, and potential benefits and limitations.

•	 Rural Healthy Housing and Environmental Health 2023 Fact 
Sheet from NCHH and NEHA provides a snapshot of key 
healthy housing and environmental health issues in rural 
communities and is intended as an introduction to the topic.

•	 Rural Communities and Healthy Housing Primer developed 
by NCHH and NEHA supports the above fact sheet. It 
provides additional information about how healthy housing 
issues manifest in rural communities, why these issues 
matter, and how they intersect with issues of health equity.

•	 NCHH and NEHA’s Identifying Needs of Rural Healthy 
Housing Organizations Questionnaire: Summary Report. 
This report summarizes the results of responses to a 
questionnaire and can be used by other organizations, 
state or local agencies, or other stakeholders to inform 
future environmental health and healthy housing work. 

•	 The Center for Disease Control and Prevention’s 
(CDC) Public Health Strategies for Rural Child Mental 
Health: Policy Brief.This policy brief provides policy 
options, planning strategies, and case studies to 
address children’s mental health in rural areas. 

•	 CDC’s Leading Causes of Death in Rural America as a 
Public Health Issue. This website explores the factors that 
might put rural residents at higher risk of death from public 

health conditions and what local public health programs 
can do to improve the health of rural communities.

•	 The Rural Health Hub’s Rural Health Equity Toolkit offers 
guidance and resources for rural communities on mapping 
community assets and promoting civic engagement and 
leadership. It also provides examples of local programs that 
are building community capacity to advance health equity.

•	 NEHA’s HiAP Preparedness Guide provides a framework 
to taking a Health in All Policies (HiAP) approach to 
public health preparedness to improve the depth and 
effectiveness of collaboration at all stages of response. 

•	 Smart Growth America’s Providing Well-Placed 
Affordable Housing in Rural Communities Toolkit provides 
guidance to local governments about low-cost ways 
to support affordable housing in their communities.

•	 Rural Health Information Hub’s (RHIhub) Rural Emergency 
Preparedness and Response Toolkit compiles evidence-based 
and promising models and resources to support organizations 
implementing emergency planning, response, and recovery 
efforts in rural communities across the United States.

https://www.neha.org/Images/resources/Rural%20Frontier%20Leveraging%20Technology.pdf
https://www.neha.org/Images/resources/Rural%20Frontier%20Leveraging%20Technology.pdf
https://www.neha.org/Images/resources/Rural%20Frontier%20Leveraging%20Technology.pdf
https://www.neha.org/Images/resources/Rural_healthy%20housing%20fact%20sheet_2023_rev.pdf
https://www.neha.org/Images/resources/Rural_healthy%20housing%20fact%20sheet_2023_rev.pdf
https://www.neha.org/Images/resources/rural%20healthy%20housing_primer_2023.pdf
https://www.neha.org/Images/resources/rural%20healthy%20housing_survey%20summary_2023.pdf
https://www.neha.org/Images/resources/rural%20healthy%20housing_survey%20summary_2023.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/rural-health/php/public-health-strategy/strategies-for-child-health-policy-brief.html
https://www.cdc.gov/rural-health/php/public-health-strategy/strategies-for-child-health-policy-brief.html
https://www.cdc.gov/rural-health/php/public-health-strategy/public-health-considerations-for-leading-causes-of-death-in-rural-america.html
https://www.cdc.gov/rural-health/php/public-health-strategy/public-health-considerations-for-leading-causes-of-death-in-rural-america.html
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/toolkits/health-equity/2/community-capacity
https://www.neha.org/hiap-preparedness-guide
https://smartgrowthamerica.org/resources/providing-well-placed-affordable-housing-rural-communities-toolkit/
https://smartgrowthamerica.org/resources/providing-well-placed-affordable-housing-rural-communities-toolkit/
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/toolkits/emergency-preparedness
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/toolkits/emergency-preparedness


Agency or Organization Type Program/Services Contact Info

Nutritional programs and sevices 

Maternal and child home visiting 
programs

Physicians, clinics, and hospitals

USDA Food and Nutrition Service 
Programs 

HRSA awarded recipients for 
MIECHV FY23 state awardees and 
Healthy Star FY24 state and local 
awardees

HRSA list of Federally Qualified 
Health Centers by state. 

Food, education, and referrals to low-income 
families, often targeted at specific populations 
including pregnant women and infants/young 
children. May receive federal funding from 
several programs at USDA.

Visit homes during pregnancy and/or to 
families with infants and young children, 
providing education and connections to other 
services. May receive funding from HRSA, 
including through the Maternal, Infant, and Early 
Childhood Home Visiting Program (MIECHV) or 
the Healthy Start Program.  

Healthcare services. 

Nonprofit hospitals are required to spend some 
of their surplus on addressing community needs, 
including improving health. This is known as 
“community benefits” and you can learn more 
about how this works here.
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Appendix: Partnership Tables
These tables provide a high-level overview of the agencies, organizations, and programs that you may 
consider partnering with to meet the environmental health and healthy housing needs in your community.        
It is intended as a starting point to identify partnerships you already have and those you may want to establish. 

Health and Healthcare Partners

https://www.fns.usda.gov/fns-contacts?f%5B0%5D=program%3A32
https://www.fns.usda.gov/fns-contacts?f%5B0%5D=program%3A32
https://mchb.hrsa.gov/programs-impact/programs/home-visiting/fy-2023-miechv-awards
https://mchb.hrsa.gov/programs-impact/healthy-start/fy-2024-awards
https://mchb.hrsa.gov/programs-impact/healthy-start/fy-2024-awards
https://data.hrsa.gov/data/reports/datagrid?gridName=FQHCs
https://data.hrsa.gov/data/reports/datagrid?gridName=FQHCs
https://www.fns.usda.gov/programs
https://mchb.hrsa.gov/programs-impact/programs/home-visiting/maternal-infant-early-childhood-home-visiting-miechv-program
https://mchb.hrsa.gov/programs-impact/programs/home-visiting/maternal-infant-early-childhood-home-visiting-miechv-program
https://mchb.hrsa.gov/programs-impact/healthy-start
https://nchh.org/tools-and-data/financing-and-funding/healthcare-financing/hospital-community-benefits/


Agency or Organization Type Program/Services Contact Info

Medicaid and CHIP programs

Pediatric Environmental Health 
Specialty Units (PEHSUs)

Home delivered meal programs

Community paramedicine

State profiles 

Regional PEHSU listing 

Meals on Wheels listing 

Local emergency medical services 
providers 

Provide health insurance to low-income adults 
and children. 

Provide guidance, expertise, support, training, 
and consultation on reproductive and children’s 
environmental health issues. 

Deliver meals to older adults, including to those 
living at home as well as in group settings. 
Programs may also identify other issues in the 
home, offer home repair, or connect recipients to 
other services. 

Equips EMTs and paramedics to provide public 
health services and primary and preventative 
healthcare, which can be an important vector 
of care for populations that rely on emergency 
services for healthcare due to lack of access to 
other medical facilities or services. 
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Health and Healthcare Partners

https://www.medicaid.gov/state-overviews/state-profiles/index.html
https://www.pehsu.net/findhelp.html
https://www.mealsonwheelsamerica.org/find-meals


Agency or Organization Type Program/Services Contact Info

Housing Partners

Public housing authorities

State Housing Finance Agencies 
(SHFAs)

Tribal housing programs and Tribal 
designated housing entities (TDHEs)

HUD listing of housing agencies, 
HUD public housing and housing 
choice vouchers) data  

Map by State 

HUD list of ONAP regional offices 
and Tribal contacts.

Provide, manage, and maintain housing for 
income-eligible residents (public housing); 
manage the housing choice voucher program. 

Provide affordable housing assistance and 
support affordable housing development. 

Provide, manage, and maintain housing and 
housing assistance for Tribal members. TDHEs 
receive funding from HUD’s Office of Native 
American Programs (ONAP).
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https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/public_indian_housing/pha/contacts
https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/public_indian_housing/programs/ph/PH_Dashboard
https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/public_indian_housing/programs/hcv/dashboard
https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/public_indian_housing/programs/hcv/dashboard
https://www.ncsha.org/housing-help/
https://www.hud.gov/sites/dfiles/PIH/documents/ONAP_and_Tribe_Contacts.pdf
https://www.hud.gov/sites/dfiles/PIH/documents/ONAP_and_Tribe_Contacts.pdf
https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/public_indian_housing/ih/codetalk/aboutonap
https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/public_indian_housing/ih/codetalk/aboutonap


Agency or Organization Type Program/Services Contact Info

Housing Partners

Local building/housing department 
and/or code enforcement program.

Local home repair programs

Private housing providers and 
landlords

Community Development Financial 
Institutions (CDFIs)

Usually in your city or town. May be 
within or partnered with a department 
of community development.

NCHH home repair funding. 

Home repair networks:          
Rebuilding Together                   
Habitat for Humanity                  
NeighborWorks

Identify your local providers.

List of certified CDFIs. 

Maintain and enforce local housing and building 
codes and standards; may administer home 
repair programs or other housing assistance or 
community development programs. 

Provide assistance to homeowners (and 
sometimes rental properties) to fix critical health 
and safety issues in the home. May be operated 
by a local government, local nonprofit, or 
partnership between agencies. When operated 
by a government (or a nonprofit subcontracted 
to a government), may be funded by HUD’s 
Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) or 
HOME programs. 

Responsible for maintenance and meeting any 
applicable standards for rental housing (which 
will vary by location). 

Provide access to local financing and 
investment, with a focus on community 
development and revitalization in low-income 
areas.
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https://nchh.org/resources/financing-and-funding/financial-help-for-home-repairs/
https://rebuildingtogether.org/find-your-local-affiliate
https://www.habitat.org/
https://www.neighborworks.org/Our-Network/Network-Directory
https://www.cdfifund.gov/faq
https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/cdbg/
https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/home/


Agency or Organization Type Program/Services Contact Info

School and Early Childhood Partners

Schools and educators

School nurses

Head Start and Early Head Start

Childcare providers

Identify your local school district.

Nineteen states provide funding 
for School-Based Health Centers 
(SBHCs) and School-Based Health 
Alliance affiliates in 26 states 
coordinate with and support SBHCs 

National Association of School 
Nurses affiliate organizations 

Head Start and Early Head Start 
center locator 

Identify your local providers.       

Online childcare directories or 
associations for your city, county or 
state or state’s rNational Association 
of Family Childcare Providers 
representative 

Childcare.gov  

Provides services including educational 
experiences, health screenings, and referrals 
to other services to children from birth to age 
3 (Early Head Start) and 3-5 (Head Start) and 
their parents. Programs are available to families 
with low incomes or who are experiencing 
homelessness, children in foster care, and 
children with disabilities. Services may be 
provided in a center or through home visits (or 
both). Federal funding is provided by HHS. 

Provide safe environments for young children. 
Services may be offered in a center or in a 
private home. 
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https://www.sbh4all.org/state-relations/#state-affiliates
https://www.sbh4all.org/state-relations/#state-affiliates
https://www.nasn.org/about-nasn/affiliates
https://www.nasn.org/about-nasn/affiliates
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/center-locator
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/center-locator
https://nafcc.org/nafcc-connections-mapping-our-leadership/
https://nafcc.org/nafcc-connections-mapping-our-leadership/
https://nafcc.org/nafcc-connections-mapping-our-leadership/
https://childcare.gov/state-resources
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ohs/head-start-services


Agency or Organization Type Program/Services Contact Info

Other Partners

Organizations, agencies, and 
programs working on environmental 
justice

Legal aid programs

Water utilities 

Identify partners in your area.

Programs that have received funding 
from EPA environmental justice 2021, 
2023 non-governmental, and 2023 
governmental programs

For state government efforts, you 
can view tView state summaries 
of environmental justice-related 
mapping tools, policies, and contacts

Legal Services 
Corporation directory                                   
LawHelp.org                                    
The American Bar Association 
directory of law schools that 
provide pro bono services

EPA’s Safe Drinking Water 
Information Systems (SDWIS) 
webpage.

May be working to address a wide variety of 
issues, including environmental health and 
healthy housing. 

Provide free or low-cost legal advice or 
representation, often targeted to those with low 
or moderate incomes. 

Address contaminants in drinking water and lead 
service line removal. 
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https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2021-12/2021-selected-ejsg-project-descriptions_0.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2023-10/2023-the-environmental-justice-collaborative-problem-solving-ejcps-program-project-summaries_0.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2024-04/2023-ej-government-to-government-ejg2g-project-summaries.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2024-04/2023-ej-government-to-government-ejg2g-project-summaries.pdf
https://ejstatebystate.org/directory
https://ejstatebystate.org/directory
https://www.lsc.gov/about-lsc/what-legal-aid/i-need-legal-help
https://www.lsc.gov/about-lsc/what-legal-aid/i-need-legal-help
https://www.lawhelp.org/find-help
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/center-pro-bono/resources/directory_of_law_school_public_interest_pro_bono_programs/schools_by_state/
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/center-pro-bono/resources/directory_of_law_school_public_interest_pro_bono_programs/schools_by_state/
https://enviro.epa.gov/envirofacts/sdwis/search
https://enviro.epa.gov/envirofacts/sdwis/search


Agency or Organization Type Program/Services Contact Info

Other Partners

Energy utilities

Refugee programs

Community Action Agencies (CAAs)

Other nonprofit programs and 
community-based organizations 
(which may or may not have nonprofit 
status); faith-based organizations 
and religious institutions that provide 
community services

Database of State Incentives for 
Renewables & Efficiency 

EPA webpage on working with lower 
power utility

ORR’s map of contacts by state 

Map of Community Action Agencies

National Council of Nonprofits 
directory 

May provide free or reduced-cost energy 
efficiency upgrades or home retrofits to 
customers. 

Provide supportive services to refugees, 
unaccompanied children, and other eligible 
newcomers to the US. May receive funding from 
HHS Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR). 

Provide a range of services meant to address 
reduce poverty, which may include assistance 
with housing, transportation, nutrition, 
employment, education, and others. Related 
to housing specifically, many CAAs operate 
weatherization programs. Frequently funded 
through the Community Services Block Grant.  

May provide a wide range of services depending 
on the community. May also be well-positioned 
to advocate for community needs and priorities 
with other partners. 
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https://www.dsireusa.org/
https://www.dsireusa.org/
https://www.epa.gov/statelocalenergy/local-utilities-and-other-energy-efficiency-program-sponsors
https://www.epa.gov/statelocalenergy/local-utilities-and-other-energy-efficiency-program-sponsors
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/orr/map/find-resources-and-contacts-your-state
https://communityactionpartnership.com/find-a-cap/
https://www.councilofnonprofits.org/find-your-state-association
https://www.councilofnonprofits.org/find-your-state-association
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/orr/about-refugee-program
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ocs/programs/community-services-block-grant-csbg


24 Opportunities to Address Healthy Housing Needs in Rural and Frontier Communities: 
A Guide for Environmental Public Health Professionals

The National Center for Healthy Housing 
(NCHH) and the National Environmental 
Health Association (NEHA) are partnering to 
improve healthy housing and environmental 
public health in rural and frontier communities. 
Our intention is to gather information about 
the current state of healthy housing and 
environmental public health; collaborate, unite 
our strengths, and identify solutions and 
unique strategies to improve public health 
outcomes in rural and frontier communities.

This resource was made possible through a 
contract between the National Environmental 
Health Association (NEHA) and the National 
Center for Healthy Housing, funded 
through cooperative agreement CDC 6 
NU38OT000300-05-04 between the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and 
the National Environmental Health Association. 
The contents of this resource are solely 
the responsibility of the authors and do not 
necessarily represent the official views of the 
National Environmental Health Association or 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 

About this Partnership

August 2024.
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