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CAMP Asia’s Approach to Public Health:
A Summary and Evaluation,

Yehoon Lee
(MIT M.S.)

1. Introduction

The Philippines is undergoing a double burden of disease, as seen in many other developing
countries.» The changing lifestyle, diet and nutrition is creating a higher risk of noncommunicable
diseases (NCDs), such as cardiovascular and metabolic diseases, while communicable diseases, such as
tuberculosis and pneumonia still persist. As of 2018, the World Health Organization listed
noncommunicable diseases as the first and second cause of disease in the Philippines, ischemic heart
disease and neoplasms respectively. NCDs accounted for the majority of the top ten causes of death for
the Philippines in 2018 and the percentage of people dying from NCDs were three times as much as
those dying from communicable diseases. Towerville is a neighborhood located in the city of San Jose
del Monte, home to around 450,000 residents. The Towerville area was created as a result of inner-city
redevelopment and forced displacement, meaning that many residents of Towerville do not have access
to quality healthcare and public health services. In this context, a targeted approach to developing the
capacity of the local public health system to treat, manage, and educate the community in Towerville on
NCDs was deemed necessary. Funded through the Korea International Cooperation Agency (KOICA)
from 2016 to 2018, the Capacity Building Project of Community Health Educators was aimed to
contribute to the local public health system in the Towerville area in the state of Bulacan of the
Philippines.

A public health system is composed of many different factors and players. The American Public
Health Association, for example, explains that public health systems span various sectors, including
schools and universities, government, non-profit, and businesses.s Some professionals involved in public
health include emergency first responders, healthcare providers, and also community planners,
community health workers, and health educators.

In this KOICA-funded project, the CAMP Asia and collaborators focused on one aspect of the larger
public health system in the Philippines: the training and development of community health workers.
Instead of choosing to spend the grant funding on providing direct healthcare services to the
population, which would have been beneficial but temporary, the team chose instead to train the
workforce in public health, which ensures that even after this project is complete, the community can

1) This paper summarizes the work of the late Kyungmin Lee, a professor at Seoul National University, in securing the right to health for the
urban poor in the Philippines, and is a collaboration between Lee's two sons, Yedahm and Yehoon.

2) Boutayeb, A. (2006) “The double burden of communicable and non-communicable diseases in developing countries”, Transactions of The
Royal Society of Tropical Medicine and Hygiene, Volume 100, Issue 3.

3) American Public Health Association, “What is public health?” https://www.apha.org/what-is-public-health
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continue to still receive quality public health services.

Furthermore, this project used Seoul National University’s expertise in public health and medicine not
just to train the workforce themselves, but to train the trainers of the local public health workforce: the
students and faculty of Bulacan State University. In this manner, the emphasis on developing a
foundational, sustainable, and independent public health system was evident throughout the project, as
this ensures that even after Seoul National University and other project partners from South Korea leave
the Philippines, the local public health system can still function and even continue to develop on its
own.

Through this framework of sustainable knowledge transfer, the project was able to contribute to the
development of the local public health system. With the specific programs of this project, the partners
were able to achieve three main objectives, all critical for any successful and high-functioning public
health system: public health workforce development, increased public health awareness, and the ability
to conduct needs assessments. Aside from the main objectives, another emphasis highlighted from this
project was the utilization of local knowledge and partnerships. Ensuring that the public health
knowledge and education reaches the communities means that the education must be tailored to the
intended audience. This can only be achieved by having deep connections to the local culture.
Therefore, this project operated under a model of public health that is firmly rooted within the local
context and community. Lastly, by partnering with CAMP Asia, a non-profit organization that has been
doing work in the region to advance community development for many years already, this project was
able to create synergistic effects by contributing to not just the public health system directly but also to
create a healthier environment as a whole, thus improving the social determinants of health as well as
access to quality healthcare.

This report will summarize the outputs from this project first in its contribution to the public health
system of Bulacan, particularly in its success in developing the workforce, increasing awareness and
conducting needs assessments. Then this report will explain how the partners were able to achieve
these goals with a foundation of community-led public health as well as connections to the larger social
determinants of health for the residents.

2. Public health workforce development

The main outcome of this project was strengthening the public health system of the Towerville area
through developing a robust network of a public health workforce. According to the Philippines Health
System at a Glance report by the Philippines Department of Health in 2012, Bulacan had less than the
national average of midwives but a higher than average Barangay Health Workers (community health
workers). Therefore, this project capitalized on the existing network of these health workers who could
then transform and build the capacity of the public health system.

Traditionally, the responsibility of capacity building and training of these health workers fall on the
Department of Health but are severely restricted due to budget constraints. The Bulacan State
University had already been interested in contributing to the improvement of public health in the state
and had established a 5-year plan from 2015-2020. However, the institution needed additional support
in building out their capacity for education and knowledge transfer to the community and to the public
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health workforce.

This project addressed these gaps by establishing a partnership between Seoul National University
and Bulacan State University to collaboratively create a new curriculum for training public health
workers and to use it to train cohorts of leaders and practitioners. Named the Project Implement Unit,
this collaboration between the two higher education institutions created a forum for knowledge
exchange as well as localization of educational materials. The Project Implement Unit was also able to
invite local government officials, such as those from the Bulacan State Department of Health and the
local high school administration, to the table and get their input and buy-in from the beginning. This
ensured that the project was able to act as a catalyst for creating new connections between previously
siloed actors within the public health system, thus promoting sustainability and longevity of the
programs.

Furthermore, experts from Seoul National University School of Medicine and School of Public Health
did not just give one-time lectures on various topics in health but instead worked continuously with the
Curriculum Advisory Council to investigate what the knowledge gaps in the current system are and how
to make the training culturally relevant to the community of Bulacan. Through these deeper and time-
intensive collaboration, Bulacan State University and the Curriculum Advisory Council was able to get
an output of this project that is more tailored to their needs and one that they can continue to expand
upon in the coming years.

With these dedicated efforts, the project was able to hold 7 Training of Facilitators workshops,
training 178 public health educators; 6 Community Health Workshops, giving 158 community health
workers on-the-job trainings, 5 invited retreats to Seoul, giving 59 participants an opportunity to go to
Korea for a more in-depth training and hands-on experience, and 6 School Health Workshops,
conducted at 4 different schools and educating more than 1,300 students.

These efforts also had a dramatic increase in providing the supply of public health workforce in the
area. The project led to the increase of community health workers by 70%. The community-led health
organization, such as the BKP (Community Health Watch) increased their membership from 1,000 to
more than 1,700 by the end of the project year. As a result, this program contributed real results by
contributing to the increased capacity of health workers in an area with little existing infrastructure for
workforce development.

3. Increase public health awareness

Another major facet of public health systems is to educate the public and communities on how they
can manage and prevent diseases and other health concerns. Particularly as more people are at risk and
suffering from noncommunicable, chronic diseases, such as diabetes and heart disease, knowing how to
manage the symptoms, medications and lifestyle changes are crucial as well as understanding how to
prevent disease. Getting this information out to the public is a major responsibility of a functioning
public health system and this project also contributed to this aspect of community health in Bulacan
and Towerville,

The newly trained health educators and workers were able to conduct numerous workshops and

campaigns directed towards their communities, including those related to diet and nutrition,
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noncommunicable diseases, maternal health, teen smoking prevention, exercise and physical activity,
and proper sanitation. These workshops were held in various settings, including in schools and in the
larger community. In schools, the educators were able to engage the student and teen population
through activities that conveyed public health information in a more digestible, engaging, and relevant
way since they were also part of their culture and community. In public health workshops for the wider
community, the health educators were given an opportunity to relay the knowledge that they gained
through the program back to their community, thus providing the resources so that the community can
teach the community, instead of outside experts teaching the community. These workshops were also
important as it gave a platform for the new health educators to learn about how to conduct research on
issues they found important for their community and present their findings to the audience. Finally, the
public health workforce was critical in implementing a neighborhood-wide public health conference
that was a festival-style event for the new educators and health workers to educate their fellow
community members, in a fun, joyous and engaging way. They held various activities and games for all
ages, making public health knowledge more approachable and relevant.

4. Conduct needs assessments

A major responsibility of the public health system is to conduct needs assessments of the community.
Continuously engaging with the community to determine what its current needs are as well as its
strengths and assets is crucial to strategizing where and how to improve public health outcomes.
According to the U.S. Public Health Accreditation Board, “Community health assessments are systematic
examinations of the health status indicators for a given population that are used to identify key
problems and assets in a community. The ultimate goal of a community health assessment is to develop
strategies to address the community’s health needs and identified issues. A variety of tools and
processes may be used to conduct a community health assessment; the essential ingredients are
community engagement and collaborative participation.s

CAMP Asia has been contributing to the public health system in Towerville by increasing the capacity
to conduct needs assessments of the community. Starting in 2013, CAMP Asia has directed a community
survey or assessment at least once a year. In 2013, the community needs assessment researched the
feasibility of existing community health services and the need for sustainable community development.
It utilized quantitative survey research as well as qualitative interviews with key stakeholders. The
survey reached more than 500 households, or about 10% of the community population, and asked
questions about the demographics and family composition of households, their health statuses, maternal
health issues, environmental issues, and so on. Qualitative data was gathered through targeted focus
group discussions with various communities, including young and maternal women, workers in
construction, healthcare providers, school teachers and administrators, elementary and high school
students, midwives and other health workers, local government officials, non-profit leaders, and WHO

4) Turnock B. (2009) “Public Health: What It Is and How It Works”. Jones and Bartlett, 2009, as adapted in Public Health Accreditation Board
Acronyms and Glossary of Terms Version 1.0
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services, primary care and chronic disease burdens, school needs, and community development needs.

From this research, some key findings emerged. The highest need for the community was sustainable
employment opportunities. Lack of employment around the area was forcing the men to leave to the
city, leaving women and children behind, thus separating families. Another high need was more
infrastructure development, including sanitation, food systems and education. Furthermore, there was a
need to develop the medical system in the region - one that can provide emergency services,
noncommunicable disease prevention and treatment, quality community health workers and so on. It
was through this needs assessment that CAMP Asia started working towards increasing public health
capacity in its subsequent programming.

The second needs assessment was done in 2015 in a more concentrated effort to understand the local
public health system. Methods used for this round of assessment were literature review, stakeholder
interviews and focus group discussion of various organization leaders. Participants included local
nongovernmental agencies, The World Health Organization (Western Pacific Regional Office) officers,
Korea International Cooperation Agency (KOICA), local government public health agency, Bulacan State
University School of Public Health and local community health workers. As a result of these interviews,
three key findings emerged: weak professional education in the community, leading to a lack of
professional public health workforce, weak public health monitoring system, including emergency
services, and an unhealthy environment, such as inadequate housing and low employment. From this
assessment, CAMP Asia partnered with Seoul National University, with funding from KOICA, to develop
the capacity building project in Towerville.

Once the project started in 2016, the team also administered an at-home public health survey, with
the newly trained community health workers. This survey, adapted from the WHO Household
Questionnaire, was used to understand noncommunicable disease-related lifestyle and healthcare
factors of the community. In total, the health workers were able to reach 321 participants and found
that the biggest risk factors for disease were smoking and lack of physical activity. They also found that
the majority of participants had low employment and low income and were using the public healthcare
systems quite a bit, such as publicly funded clinics and centers, but these facilities had a lot of gaps.
Training health workers to be able to administer these surveys directly helps strengthen the public
health system capacity by allowing community members to monitor and assess the situation themselves.

Lastly, as part of the capacity building project, Seoul National University worked with CAMP Asia,
Bulacan State University and community health workers to develop a School-based Public Health
Survey in 2017. This was used to investigate baseline public health status among students in school
settings, particularly around oral health, physical activity, sanitation and smoking tobacco. The
community’s ability to ask their own questions and use the answers to those questions to develop
strategies to improve public health is an important aspect of the public health system. The training and
investment from SNU project undoubtedly helped bolster Towerville’s public health system through
training the workforce who can conduct public health needs assessments in a variety of settings and use
that to drive programs and projects.
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5. Community-based public health

A central principle throughout CAMP Asia’s work has been to ensure that it is led by the community.
This is evident in the public health work that the organization has been doing, including the public
health system capacity building project in partnership with Seoul National University. A commitment to
community-based programming ensures that all the programming is relevant to the residents, can be
spearheaded by the community and thus will be sustained into the future.

As mentioned in sections above, community-led decision making and guidance was baked into the
project design from the start. The curriculum for workforce training was developed by the Curriculum
Advisory Council, which included experts from Seoul National University, Bulacan State University and
community health workers. Although the mix of backgrounds in the council meant more time had to be
spent building trust and establishing relationships in the beginning, it ensured that the curriculum was
able to be constructed in a way that highlights local public health problems and needs.

Furthermore, as the project took ground, the Project Implement Unit was formed, consisting of Seoul
National University, Bulacan State University, as well as local government officials, such as Bulacan
State Department of Health, nongovernmental organizations, such as CAMP Asia, and local community
groups and schools, including Bulacan High School. The Project Implement Unit provided a governance
structure that provides oversight and direction to the project from the community. This provides
structured mechanisms for the community to voice concerns, provide insight into local political and
social contexts, while also ensuring that the community is empowered to implement the project in a
manner that makes the most sense for them.

The focus on community based programming resulted in the Tanglaw Project, an overarching
framework for community-led organizations in Towerville. This includes the public health organizations
in the neighborhood, such as KliniKommunidad, a public health cooperative, ETS, the emergency
transportation service, and BKP, the community health monitoring volunteer group, but also other
organizations, such as Igting, the textile social enterprise and ORGA, the organic poultry farm
cooperative as well as the local kindergarten, library and so on. The Tanglaw Project provides the big
picture scaffolding that brings together various community-led initiatives to better provide connection
and synergies between them, making sure that there is support for a community-based ecosystem.

Through the dedication to community-led processes and direction, the outcomes are more pronounced
and successful. By including community members from the start in a meaningful way, these programs
were able to earn their trust and buy-in, resulting in higher number of community participation as well
as a higher quality of sustained participation. Gaining trust is an important step in ensuring that the
project is sustained into the future. Since the community members have a sense of ownership over the
project, they are more likely to feel empowered to contribute to its sustainability, even when outside
collaborators, like Seoul National University, exit from the project.

6. Social determinants of health

CAMP Asia’s work spans across many sectors, not just public health system capacity building. The
work still improves public health outcomes and contributes positively to the public health system by
making sure that the community can develop and grow equitably and healthily. Social determinants of
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health, according to the World Health Organization, are “the non-medical factors that influence health

outcomes. They are the conditions in which people are born, grow, work, live, and age, and the wider
set of forces and systems shaping the conditions of daily life. These forces and systems include
economic policies and systems, development agendas, social norms, social policies and political
systems.”s Social determinants of health can include aspects of everyday life such as employment and
income, education, transportation, quality of housing, food access and so on. These factors greatly
contribute to community health, with some estimates suggesting that around 30-55% of health outcomes
are related to social determinants, rather than healthcare or lifestyle choices. Therefore, in order to
improve public health outcomes in a community, social factors outside of healthcare or lifestyle must
also be recognized and improved.

CAMP Asia has been leading this work in Towerville. In addition to building the capacity of the public
health system as well as the medical healthcare system, the organization has been making great strides
to provide sustainable employment opportunities through social enterprises and cooperatives. They have
also been improving education for children through library services, scholarships and leadership
programs for young adults. In 2018, CAMP Asia also launched the organic poultry farming initiative
which aims to provide good jobs for those working on the farms while providing fresh farm eggs to
those in the city. In 2019, they started sustainable energy programs to install solar panels, which will
help communities get access to more reliable and sustainable energy. These programs work in tandem
with other public health work to ensure that residents can live healthy lives day to day, preventing
major illnesses and diseases before they happen.

7. Conclusion

In conclusion, CAMP Asia’s work in public health has been far reaching and comprehensive. By
focusing attention both on building system capacity while not losing sight of the social context to good
health, the organization’s work has a great foundation. Furthermore, by combining these approaches,
the work is offering a solution to a problem at the right scale. In other words, to solve community-level
problems, the solutions must also be at the community-level. In addressing issues such as lack of public
health workforce or worsening noncommunicable disease outcomes through a community-led approach,
the organization is able to ensure sustainability and synergies effectively and efficiently.

It would serve the community well to continue to develop new ways to improve the social
determinants of health of the residents, as CAMP Asia has been doing, while also finding new ways to
bring new people and generations into public health work. By creating a legacy of a public health
engaged population, the work that CAMP Asia has done so far will continue to grow.

Furthermore, it would be helpful to start thinking of ways to systematically evaluate the work that
CAMP Asia has been doing, which positively contributes to the growing public health system capacity of
the region. By partnering with existing public health researchers and investing in students to become
those researchers themselves, the organization can develop innovative ways to not only evaluate itself
but also contribute to the global public health literature and teach others on its successes.

5) World Health Organization, “Social determinants of health”, https://www.who.int/health-topics/social-determinants-of-health
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