Board of Health

2013 was a busy year for the Chilmark Board of Health:
Flu Season 2012/2013

In January, a late-season upsurge in flu activity led us to organize an additional all-Island Flu Clinic at the Martha’s Vineyard Hospital.  813 additional Islanders were vaccinated, including 41 Chilmark residents.

Mass Estuaries Program (MEP)

In 2013, we finally got results from the MEP regarding the health of the Tisbury Great Pond, which Chilmark shares with West Tisbury. The most prominent threat to the water quality of our Ponds is excess nitrogen.  The Board continues to work with Chilmark homeowners to maintain their septic systems in good condition, and we strongly support the installation of composting toilets or other nitrogen-reducing technologies.
Lawn Fertilizer

Together with the other Island Boards of Health, we have developed Regulations to ensure effective and safe application of lawn fertilizer.  Excess fertilizer impairs water quality without improving lawn care, as it runs off and ends up in coastal ponds. These draft regulations have been developed in close consultation with Island landscaping companies, conservation groups and retail outlets, and will be presented for adoption in each of the six Towns. We estimate that the amount of fertilizer based nitrogen entering our ground water and coastal ponds can be reduced by approximately 25%.  The regulation will emphasize guidance and community education over punitive methods of forcing compliance.    

Public Water Systems

The Board of Health operates the water system serving the Chilmark Community Center and the Chilmark Public Library, and is contracted to operate the Chilmark School water system.  We are happy to report that there were no bacteria-positive samples in 2013, and all other parameters tested showed that we have clean, healthy drinking water in Chilmark which does not have to undergo continuous chemical disinfection in order to be safe to drink.  We will work hard to protect our clean groundwater!

Mosquito Testing Program

Martha’s Vineyard has now been recognized as a separate Mosquito Control District, enabling us to send our mosquito samples directly to the State Lab, instead of having to coordinate through the Cape Mosquito Control Board.  Over the summer, we launched a Mosquito Testing Program, administered by Dukes County, to monitor levels of West Nile Virus and Eastern Equine Encephalitus (EEE).  We are pleased to report that no mosquitoes collected on MV tested positive for EEE, which is by far the more dangerous disease, and very few were found to be WNV positive.

Tick-Borne Illness Initiative

The tick-borne illness (TBI) Initiative is funded by a grant from the Martha’s Vineyard Hospital. In 2013, we conducted an infrared aerial thermal imaging survey of the deer population on the island.  The State’s estimated deer density of  approximately 50 deer per square mile was validated by our aerial survey. During the fall a deer will host hundreds of female deer ticks seeking their last major blood meal before laying ca. 2000 +/- eggs.  Without that major blood meal the female cannot produce her eggs.  Work is currently underway to confirm the high-density deer population areas and to measure tick densities in those areas.  
The primary goal of the Tick Borne Illness Reduction Initiative is to educate Vineyard residents and visitors on how to reduce their risk of being exposed to ticks and to recognize the early symptoms of tick borne illness to receive treatment early.  Prevention and early treatment will significantly reduce the amount of tick borne illness that becomes late term or chronic disease.
Food Establishments


A central responsibility of the Board of Health is to ensure food safety at local retail establishments and public events.  In addition to restaurants, stores and residential kitchens, we also review dairy pasteurization operations and on-site poultry slaughter, and we recently approved operation of a much-needed off-season food truck providing hot lunches to up-Island workers and residents.
Photovoltaics at the Chilmark Landfill/Local Drop Off (LDO)

The Board of Health worked closely with town officials, the DEP, Vineyard Power, GHD Inc. and South Mountain Company to place photovoltaic panels on the landfill.  This takes advantage of its great sun exposure and limited other uses.  The energy we generate this way will run the LDO and will count against energy used by Town buildings.
Pond at Lucy Vincent Beach (LVB)

The Board of Health tests bathing beach water to ensure the safety of beachgoers.  In 2013, the Pond showed high levels of bacterial contamination at the beach area beyond the cliff. It appears that geese have made this their favorite gathering place, so we have closed that area for use as a bathing beach.  Fortunately, Hurricane Sandy has opened another area of the Pond which will function as a Pond bathing beach site in 2014.
Vibrio parahaemolyticus

Another harbinger of climate change has been the steadily increasing incidence of Vibrio p., a pathogen which at higher concentrations will cause truly unpleasant illness in most and downright dangerous illness in susceptible individuals.  As our waters continue to warm, they become more hospitable to organisms such as Vibrio.  If oysters are not rapidly chilled and kept at low temperatures following the harvest, or if conditions in the environment allow for it, the Vibrio bacteria are able to multiply to dangerous levels in raw oysters.  Unfortunately, the vibrio problem is naturally occurring and generally not a result of failure to follow safe food handling practices.  The future of the oyster industry during the summer months when the water is warm will be determined in the winter and spring of 2014.  There is a good possibility that the fishery and raw bar industry will be required to adopt an increasingly complex set of regulations aimed at reducing potential food borne illness risk to the consumer. Together with the Island’s Health Agents, Chilmark will work with our retail outlets and restaurants to ensure safe handling and public education.
Disaster Preparedness

Boards of Health have direct responsibility to work with Emergency Managers and First Responders to protect citizens during a disaster or emergency evacuation and shelter.  Islanders have traditionally been resilient, self-sufficient, and generous in helping their neighbors in need during a disaster.  In case we ever have to open a shelter, Boards of Health are preparing through the MV Medical Reserve Corps to provide medically trained staff to assist the Red Cross in providing emergency shelter.  We are also in the process of organizing a Martha’s Vineyard Disaster Animal Response Team (MVDART), so that there will always be room for your pets in a disaster shelter on MV.

Statistics:   In 2013, the Board of Health issued:
· 149 Septic Pump-out Permits;  37 Sewage Treatment and Disposal System Construction Permits; 11 Septic Installer’s Permits; 
· 5 Septic Hauler’s Permits; 21 Well Permits;   40 Food Establishment Permits, including:  20 Temporary Food Events; 6 Restaurants; 6 Retail Stores; 3 Residential Kitchens;  3 B&Bs; 1 Caterer; 1 School Lunch Service; 9 Tent Permits;  6 Bathing Beach Permits; 7 Burial (Disposition, Transportation, Removal) Permits; 3 Tobacco Permits; 1 Recreational Camp for Children; 2 Milk Pasteurization Permits, and 1 Frozen Dessert Permit.

For further information, please feel free to call Marina Lent at (508)645-2105, or drop by Town Hall between the hours of 9am to 2pm, Monday through Friday.
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