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With COVID-19 numbers back on the rise across North
Carolina and Orange County back in the CDC’s
“yellow” zone, one local school is reinstating its mask
mandate – at least for now.
EPective immediately, Hillsborough Elementary
School will be requiring indoor masking “for all
students, staP, and visitors” through at least Friday,
June 3. That’s because the school has seen at least
nine linked cases in the last seven days, comprising
two percent of the student population.
School oZcials had earlier set that number as a cap
that triggers a temporary mask mandate if exceeded.
Hillsborough Elementary also reinstated a mask
mandate for two weeks in mid-April, in response to an
earlier outbreak.
The news from Hillsborough Elementary comes as
North Carolina health oZcials report a continued
increase in COVID numbers across the state. 636 new
patients were admitted to the hospital with COVID last
week, up from 524 the week before. And ten of North
Carolina’s 100 counties are now in the CDC’s “yellow”
zone with medium community transmission. Most of
those counties are clustered around the Triangle –
including Orange County as well as Durham,
Chatham, Alamance, Wake, Franklin, Harnett, and Lee.
Read more at the NC Department of Health and
Human Services’ COVID-19 dashboard.
Perhaps most troubling, health oZcials reported a
spike in COVID particles found in wastewater – 19
million particles last week, up from 13.7 the week
before.
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Health experts say that metric is an early signal of
what’s likely to come in the next few weeks.
Local health oZcials are continuing to urge residents
to stay up to date with COVID vaccines – and to mask
up, particularly in crowded indoor spaces.
Get more information on COVID-19 prevention at the
Orange County Health Department’s website.
Chapelboro.com does not charge subscription fees,
and you can directly support our eGorts in local
journalism here. Want more of what you see on
Chapelboro? Let us bring free local news and
community information to you by signing up for our
biweekly newsletter.
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PUBLIC HEALTH

Annual County Health Rankings report starts conversations across the state about a
community’s health
In counties, health directors can use the information to make decisions about where to allocate resources, how to target interventions.
by Rachel Crumpler
June 1, 2022

There are regional differences in the rankings, with the poorer, rural counties generally placing lower. Credit: Rachel Crumpler

By Rachel Crumpler
When one calls the Columbus County Health Department, there’s an automated message narrated by Health Director Kimberly Smith.

The message presents options such as calling 911 for an emergency or entering the four-digit extension for a specific staff member. Right in the middle of the typical menu
options, Smith issues a blunt and sobering truth. “The national County Health Rankings report ranks Columbus County as one of the unhealthiest counties in North Carolina fo
the eighth year in a row.”
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Smith is upfront about what ails Columbus County. She knows that she alone can’t move her county up in the rankings, and she wants to empower her community to do their
part.
“Each and every citizen must take responsibility for their own health, set goals and work each day to achieve a healthier lifestyle,” Smith says in the message.
Since 2010, County Health Rankings have been released annually by the University of Wisconsin Population Health Institute and the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation,
attracting the attention of state and local health experts.
It’s a metric of health that shows how the state of North Carolina compares to the nation, as well as how counties within North Carolina compare to each other.

The County Health Rankings assess health behaviors, clinical care, social and economic factors and the physical environment to inform its model of community health. It
uses 35 measures to help communities understand how healthy their residents are today and what will have an impact on their health in the future.
Health experts place varying significance on the County Health Rankings, but generally acknowledge they are one set of data to look at to gauge health.
“We are accustomed to seeing them,” said Beth Lovette, deputy director of the NCDHHS Division of Public Health. “They’re not perfect — nothing is — but they do put into
perspective this whole piece of health we are trying to solve of where you live, play and pray makes a difference. And they do a good job of teasing that out.”

How does NC compare to the nation?
The 2022 County Health Rankings & Roadmaps state report revealed that North Carolina is slightly worse than the nation in about two-thirds of the 35 health measures
ranked in the report.
North Carolina fares worse in incidences of premature death, sexually transmitted infections and access to exercise opportunities.

National vs. NC Values for Health Measures
US
Premature death

Years of potential life lost before age 75 per
100,000 population

Sexually transmitted infections

Number of newly diagnosed chlamydia cases per
100,000 population
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Access to exercise opportunities

100,000 population
Percentage of population with adequate access
to locations for physical activity
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551

80

Source: County Health Rankings • Created with Datawrapper

Additionally, the average childcare cost burden, which is defined as the percentage of household income needed to pay for childcare, is 29 percent in North Carolina. That is
five percentage points above the national average of 25 percent. Hyde County, a small coastal county with a population of 5,000, has the highest childcare cost burden at 61
percent.
North Carolina fares better than the nation in 12 measures, including fewer reported days of poor physical and mental health, a lower percentage of adults reporting excessive
drinking and fewer reported violent crime offenses.
To make communities healthier, the County Health Rankings National Findings report focuses on the importance of pursuing economic security for all. It highlighted the
need for North Carolina and other states to have jobs that pay a living wage, affordable and accessible childcare, equitably funded schools and no gender pay gap.

How are County Health Rankings used?

Key messages the County Health Rankings seek to illuminate are that there are disparities in health based on where one lives, many factors contribute to health and people nee
to work together to improve the overall health of communities.
These are themes health officials are conveying daily, and the County Health Rankings are a useful measure to look at as local health directors do their work.

“A lot of things that go into the County Health Rankings are those determinants of health we always want to make sure we're paying attention to, and so it gives us a good
reason to take those rankings and say, ‘Here’s why we might need more attention, more staffing, more funding and more infrastructure around public health,’” Lisa Macon
Harrison, health director of Granville Vance Public Health, said.
The data and metrics are fairly simple to understand, making it easy to present to the public and government officials. The rankings can also be cited when writing grant
proposals and making funding requests.
That alone, though, is not how health officials gauge the health of their community.

“It's always wonderful to have data and metrics in hand when we're trying to establish the next year's goals or changes to programs and things like that,” Lillian Koontz, health
director of Davidson County, said. “However, while this unique data is pulled from a lot of credible sources and gets all these different measures, it's not enough to just stand
alone and cease the other data collection that we do.”

Harrison also turns to other data sources such as Trust for America’s Health’s rankings of per capita spending in public health. Community health assessments conducted b
each county are another key source of data.
Amy Underhill, health education supervisor at Albemarle Regional Health Services, a consolidated health department representing eight counties on the coast, said in an
email it does not use the ranking changes as a metric to measure progress.
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Overall, the County Health Rankings help drive conversation about where public health can be improved across the state and in counties. But the work of improving is difficul
and slow, and it takes more than just the local health departments acting.
“We can go out and talk diet, exercise, alcohol, other substance abuse, safe sex in the schools, but if you don't have good partnership, you're not going to get anywhere in the
health rankings,” Smith said.

How do NC’s counties compare?
The report ranked North Carolina’s 100 counties relative to each other in two categories: health outcomes and health factors. However, the County Health Rankings are not
reflective of health disparities within counties.

Health outcome rankings were based on length and quality of life. Health factor rankings were determined by community conditions that can affect health and opportunity such
as access to quality education, living-wage jobs, quality clinical care, nutritious foods, green spaces and affordable housing.
COVID-19 has added a new dimension to life span, and deaths related to the novel coronavirus recorded through the end of 2020 are reflected in the ranked measure of
premature death.
Nearly half of North Carolina’s counties declined in health rankings this year, according to NC Health News data analysis.
From 2021 to 2022, 47 counties fell in health outcomes and 46 counties decreased in health factors.

Screenshot from County Health Rankings NC report displaying health outcome ranks.

While there was movement in the rankings, counties in the top and bottom 10 have remained fairly consistent for years. Those at the top are generally wealthier and urban,
while those at the bottom are poorer and rural.
For the first six years the report was released, Columbus County, a rural county in southeastern North Carolina without much industry, ranked last at 100, Smith said. She
remembers walking into a meeting with all the health directors a few days after the rankings were released one year and said the room went quiet.
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Someone finally asked her, “How does it feel to be number 100?”
“We’ve got no place to go but up,” she responded. “Everybody else has to worry about dropping down.”
Under her leadership, Columbus County has made a slow climb in the rankings, moving to 91 this year.
“Can it be better? Yeah, sure. But it's not anything that you're going to be able to change overnight,” Smith said.
She tries to avoid comparing the status of her county to others as she knows she can only work to improve hers.

Top and Bottom 10 Ranked NC Counties
Health Outcomes

Health Factors

Top 10

Bottom 10

Top 10

Bottom 10

1. Wake

100. Robeson

1. Orange

100. Robeson

2. Orange

99. Edgecombe

2. Wake

99. Scotland

3. Union

98. Scotland

3. Chatham

98. Edgecombe

4. Dare

97. Halifax

4. Watagua

97. Halifax

5. Camden

96. Swain

5. Union

96. Vance

6. Mecklenburg

95. Vance

6. Moore

95. Warren

7. Durham

94. Anson

7. New Hanover

94. Richmond

8. Watagua

93. Richmond

8. Buncombe

93. Anson

9. Currituck

92. Warren

9. Durham

92. Columbus

10. Cabarrus

91. Columbus

10. Dare

91. Tyrell

Source: County Health Rankings & Roadmaps • Created with Datawrapper

This year, Warren County dropped 12 spots in the rankings to join the bottom 10 in health outcomes.
Currituck and Cabarrus counties rejoined the top 10 list in health outcomes, after each moving up three spots. They knocked out Polk and Chatham counties from the top 10.
Wake and Orange counties are consistently in competition for the top spots in both categories.
“When I'm looking at the top 10, I think to myself: Who's that health director? What can I talk with them about? What can I glean from them and bring to Davidson County
potentially to improve the health of our citizens here?” said Koontz of Davidson County, which ranks 54 in health outcomes and 59 in health factors this year.
In terms of health factors, Mecklenburg County, the second most populous county in North Carolina, lost its status in the top 10 this year, falling nine spots. New Hanover
joined the top after slowly increasing its rank over the past three years from 21 in 2020 to 7 this year.
Bladen and Northampton counties moved up four and five spots just elevating them out of the bottom 10 in health factors. Anson and Tyrell counties moved down slightly,
taking their place in the bottom.
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Screenshot from County Health Rankings NC report displaying health factor ranks.

There are regional differences in the rankings, with the rural counties generally placing lower.

“It’s also a reflection of our local economies,” Harrison said. “Poor and rural areas are going to score less than urban areas that have more infrastructure for public health, more
funding to be able to do things.”

MORE PUBLIC HEALTH STORIES
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Orange County Animal Services (OCAS) reported its
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third positive rabies test of 2022. A release from OCAS
Tuesday said a sheep in Hillsborough tested positive
for the infection.
The sheep had died over the weekend and was
submitted for rabies testing from the North Carolina
State Laboratory of Public Health. OCAS was notiMed
of the positive result Monday.
“Because the owners of the sheep had possible
exposure to rabies due to handling the animal, a
Communicable Disease Nurse from the Orange
County Health Department will evaluate the risk of
rabies exposure,” Orange County Animal Services
said. “As is always the case, a decision about the postexposure prophylaxis that protects people from
rabies is based upon an assessment of all the factors
involved in this type of situation.”
Additionally, all other livestock on the property are
being evaluated by a North Carolina Department of
Agriculture & Consumer Services veterinarian in case
of additional infections.
Rabies is a fatal infection. It can be transmitted
through secondary saliva exposure handling an
animal so OCAS says to not touch a pet without gloves
if there is a suspected exposure to a rabies vector.
They also encourage everyone to make sure their pets
are up to date on their rabies vaccinations.
Common rabies vectors in North Carolina include
bats, raccoons, skunks, foxes and wolves.
There were four rabies cases during 2021 and eight in
2020. The previous two rabies cases of 2022 stemmed
from a bat and a raccoon.
https://chapelboro.com/news/health/orange-county-reports-third-rabies-case-of-2022
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For pets not up to date on rabies vaccines, Orange
County Animal Services is hosting one of its low-cost
vaccination clinics on Wednesday, June 15. More
information can be found on the department’s
website.

Chapelboro.com does not charge subscription fees,
and you can directly support our e8orts in local
journalism here. Want more of what you see on
Chapelboro? Let us bring free local news and
community information to you by signing up for our
biweekly newsletter.
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A medical worker holds a coronavirus COVID-19 NP OP swab sample test kit and nasal collection equipment.
Experts from around the country say that erectile dysfunction and sexual health issues could be a side effect of long
COVID. Getty Images/iStockphoto
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On Friday, Wake County officials announced that the county would be phasing out
its free COVID testing program by the end of July. It wasn’t a shocking
announcement, but it is a disappointing one.
Wakes’s five testing sites have administered 1.5 million tests since 2020. The press
release from the county said that they were taking this step because of the
prevalence of at-home tests and private organizations, as well as vaccines and
treatments for during COVID.
It has also cost $2 million to run the testing program into June, now that federal
COVID dollars are almost gone. Prior to this, the entire operation cost around $131
million, with the federal government footing the bill.
https://www.newsobserver.com/opinion/article262211077.html
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The decision comes while cases have been rising for weeks across the state. Wake
County has had more than 11,000 documented cases of COVID in the last two weeks,
and a 19.4% positivity rate for PCR tests currently. Hospitalizations in the county
have been slowly increasing since mid-April.
Neville Eclov, a Wake County resident, says his family has been using the Wake
County testing sites to get quicker results than places like CVS and Walgreens.
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“I’ve found that the turnaround is, at best, equivalent to the county’s two days,”
Eclov says of these other private sites, “or I’ve experienced them taking like a week
and a half. And this wasn’t during a surge or anything.”
Wake County was somewhat unique in offering testing from the public health
department. In Durham and Orange Counties, the health departments offered free
testing through a third party group, and still do. Wake County has a list of other
testing sites on the county’s website, but those don’t seem to have government ties.
What isn’t unique is the need for continued testing, especially now that COVID cases
are, once again, on the rise.
There’s a larger theme here: despite surges in case numbers every few months,
governments at all levels have continued to relax COVID protocols. There aren’t any
mask mandates in the Triangle. The isolation period after testing positive was
shortened to five days in December. There have been no reinstatements of social
distancing policies. Instead of keeping a steady defense against COVID, it seems that
public health measures are being dropped and the responsibility is on you, the
individual, to make sure you don’t get sick or get others sick.
“COVID-19 testing isn’t going away,” Wake County Commissioners Chair Sig
Hutchinson said in the press release. “With the abundance of at-home testing kits
and other testing locations throughout the community, there will be plenty of
opportunities for people to keep themselves safe and healthy.”
While this is true, privatized testing locations have barriers to entry. While
Walgreens doesn’t require insurance for a free test, it’s one of the things they ask
for when you make an appointment; if you don’t have insurance, you need to
provide a driver’s license ID or a state ID number. Even with insurance, doctor’s
offices are backlogged and urgent care can be pricey.
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At-home tests are available for free through USPS, but you have to order them
online. Buying them at the store can be pricey. They aren’t always accurate, and
they only detect COVID after a certain period of time.
There also are vaccines and booster shots, but the virus is clearly changing to get
around them. Booster shots have made it into the arms of less than half the county.
Secondary booster shots haven’t even reached a quarter of the US population over
50, according to the CDC.
It’s not just a Wake County problem, it’s a problem with the entire handling of the
pandemic. Eclov mentioned a phrase the Biden administration keeps using, that
“we have the tools” to overcome COVID.
“We have the tools, but you as an individual go ahead and figure out how to utilize
them all,” he says. “You have access, and that’s not the same thing as providing
public health to people who need it.”
Hopefully, Wake County’s decision to move closer to normal doesn’t leave more
people sick.

SARA PEQUEÑO
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