
 

 

May 5, 2020 
 
Dear Frio County COVID-19 Command Center,  
 
I am writing to provide my strongest support for the Frio County COVID-19 Command 
Center. The current pandemic is disproportionately affecting rural Texans, in part due to the 
lack of public health infrastructure that has left those most vulnerable to COVID-19 without 
a response. Coupled with high rates of chronic disease in rural areas, and the limited public 
health systems available to deal with population health threats has created the potential for a 
widespread disaster that will be difficult to contain. As a public health professional with 
expertise in infectious disease and community-based research, it is my opinion that the 
most effective way to address this service gap will be through a community-
driven response that delivers culturally congruent services and builds upon 
existing capacity at the local level. The Frio County COVID-19 Command Center 
is that community-driven response.  
 
The Frio County COVID-19 Command Center is a multifocal project that aims to fill a public 
health services gap through the development and implementation of public health 
infrastructure which can support contact tracing, data collection and evaluation for decision-
making, and communication and public health education. This coordination of public health 
systems is a collaborative response to longstanding community need that has become more 
apparent in the current COVID-19 context. The pandemic has exposed the gaps of public 
health infrastructure in rural communities, and while Frio County COVID-19 Command 
Center is a response to COVID-19 it also holds promise of being something greater. The 
systems created as part of Frio County COVID-19 Command Center have the potential to 
support coordination of public health efforts in this region, as well as for the other two-
thirds of rural counties in Texas that have no capacity to respond to population heath needs 
or future crises, such as the looming COVID-19 spike this winter.  
 
The Frio County COVID-19 Command Center is not just a response to COVID-19, but is an 
answer to longstanding health inequity plaguing rural communities, including 
disproportionate chronic disease burden, lack of funding for public health responses, and 
limited public health infrastructure. However, born out of this inequity is a community-
driven response that is supported by local knowledge, community partners, and the desire to 
help each other. The Frio County COVID-19 Command Center is an answer to a call from 
community members, one that has been a long time coming. It for all of these reasons that I 
give my strongest support this project. If you have any questions please contact me by phone 
(512) 831- 1200 or by email phillip.schnarrs@austin.utexas.edu.  
 
Sincerely,  

 
Phillip W. Schnarrs, Ph.D.  
Associate Professor of Community-Based Participatory Research 
Division of Community Engagement and Health Equity 
Department of Population Health 
Dell Medical School  |  The University of Texas at Austin 
Health Discovery Building (HDB) 4.814 


