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Heidelberg, Germany—Have you ever wondered what your community health nurse (CHN) is all about?  Did you know that your CHN is a key staff element to preventive medicine for on-going deployments to various places in the world? “The CHNs responsibilities include conducting disease surveillance, collecting, compiling and analyzing data along with ensuring proper tracking and reporting. They participate in immunization programs, humanitarian missions, peacekeeping and civilian-military operations, pre- and post-deployment screenings, health education and promotion along with complimenting infection control and occupational health programs,” said LTC David L. Carden, MPH, MHA, Community Health Nursing Consultant, Europe Regional Medical Command.  “We support and work closely with commanders and soldiers providing the expertise needed to ensure that the basic principles of preventive medicine are met while assessing the medical threat,” said MAJ Richard Cichy, RN, BSN, Chief Preventive Medicine Activity, US Army MEDDAC, Heidelberg.
Did you also know that CHN’s provide family-centered nursing services to active duty and retired military and their family members as well as Department of the Army civilians?  “We do this by teaching our patients to develop healthy lifestyles and positive attitudes toward health,” said Capt. Kathleen Spangler, RN, BSN, Chief, Community Health Nurse, US Army MEDDAC, Heidelberg.  Other roles of CHNs are in preventing illness and disability through education, reducing or eliminating unnecessary visits to healthcare providers through health education and helping customers regain and maintain their good health.

For example, Cathy Vickers, RN, BSN, supervises the communicable disease programs for Heidelberg MEDDAC.  “My main focus is to investigate and find undetected cases of communicable diseases within the military community and to stop the transmission of the disease,” said Vickers.  The range of communicable diseases that CHNs investigate includes: sexually transmitted infections, foodborne illnesses, viral hepatitis, tuberculosis, and HIV/AIDS.  Another role of Vickers is in education.  She makes every effort possible to get out into the community to educate the public before they become infected with a communicable disease.  “I teach communicable diseases risk reduction classes which are given to new service members as they go through the Heidelberg community inprocessing training,” explained Vickers.  Vickers further explained that all CHNs in Heidelberg and the nine outlying clinics provide disease prevention classes to units to teach skills that help service members avoid a personal encounter with a communicable disease.

Another function of all CHNs is to monitor latent tuberculosis (TB) infections.  Latent TB infections are discovered when a patient has a positive skin test for TB.  “Nearly one third of the world’s population tests positive on a TB skin test,” said Vickers.  “However, inactive or latent TB can be treated with nine months of antibiotics to further reduce the risk that a patient will ever progress to a full blown active TB infection. “  The CHN monitors each patient on this preventive antibiotic monthly to be sure that the medicine does not cause any other health problems.  When a patient does develop active TB, and is infectious to other people, community health nurses perform investigations of close contacts to the active case by education campaigns and skin testing of contacts that may have been infected.

CHNs also serve as the consultant for Child and Youth Services for the Heidelberg MEDDAC footprint and the nine outlying clinics.  In coordination with the Child and Youth Services nurses, a health and sanitation inspection is completed monthly in all Child Development Centers including Youth Services and annually for over 250 Family Child Care homes. 

Teresa Gorham, RN, BSN is the community health nurse for the Stuttgart Health Clinic. “In addition to my regular duties as a CHN, I also work with maternal and child health concerns with our host nation providers, plus health promotion and tobacco cessation for adults and teenagers,” said Gorham.  “My focal point with maternal and child health is to provide orientation for our pregnant moms who have all of their OB care with our host nation providers,” explained Gorham.  

Another center of attention for the Stuttgart CHN is tobacco cessation.  “May 2000 marked the beginning of the 6th ASG Smoke Free Initiative.  The objective was to assist the Commander in coming into compliance with regulations for all workplaces, schools and MWR facilities to be smoke free.  In this time, we have established five smoke free zones, to minimize exposure to second-hand smoke, and establish a few designated smoking areas,” said Gorham.  Another program in the Stuttgart area is Teens Against Tobacco Use (TATU).  This program is well established in the DoDDS school system students with a strong tobacco free message.

Capt. Faith Junghahn, RN, BSN, is the CHN for the Butzbach and Friedberg Health Clinics.   She works with Army Community Services on several health promotion topics including breast cancer, tobacco cessation and pregnancy education.  Like many other CHNs, Capt. Junghahn is also heavily involved with providing small pox vaccine briefings to military units and family members.

Kathleen Ackermann, RN, BSN, M.ed. and Linda Bibbee, RN, BSN from the Hanau Health Clinic in addition to their normal CHN duties, also work closely with community agencies to provide education and support to health fairs.  “We have done health fairs for the middle and high school, a retiree health fair, a Parent University, which is a seminar covering health topics from pregnancy to school age children,” said Ackermann.  

“As CHNs we believe working closely with our community helps build strong support within our community.  When deployments in the Hanau area end, Kathleen and I will be working with the 104th ASG chaplains on Building Strong and Ready Families,” said Bibbee.  “This is an important resource, not only for our active duty soldiers but their families as well.”

An additional area of responsibility of CHNs is accurate input into the MEDPROs system.  “This computer system provides the capability for commanders to evaluate the medical status of their units based on established medical immunization profiles for various regions of the world,” said Capt. David Nee, RN, BSN and the CHN for the Babenhausen and Darmstadt Health Clinics. “Having access to the system provides unit leadership with capability to identify status of personnel in their units for various immunizations, DNA, HIV and dental readiness.”  This system is a huge help in Soldier Readiness Processing (SRPs) and Predeployment Processings (PDPs).  “Having MEDPROs makes these events more efficient, by utilizing the database to estimate manpower and immunization workload as well as updating unit readiness status,” said Nee.

At the Mannheim and Coleman Barracks Health Clinics, the CHN is Cindy Hawthorne, RN, BSN.   Hawthorne is enthusiastic about her role with the Mannheim Health, Fitness and Stress Management program.  “This program is designed to motivate, educate and encourage participants to take personal responsibility for maximizing their personal potential,” said Hawthorne.  

Participants start this program with a wellness and readiness appointment, in which baseline information is gathered—cardiovascular fitness level, flexibility, family health history, blood sugar and cholesterol.  “This program is six classes designed to educate and motivate participants with the latest nutrition, exercise and lifestyle management information.  At the end of the program participants are encouraged to have follow-up wellness and readiness appointments to track their progress,” said Hawthorne.

“As you can see, our community health nurses at the MEDDAC and our nine outlying clinics provide a wide range of community health services from supporting our deploying and returning troops and promoting health to investigating communicable diseases,” said Spangler.  

For more information, stop by your local health care clinic and talk to your community health nurse.



