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One minute with Health Protection Officer Debbie Smith 

What does your job involve? 

Health Protection Officers (HPOs) investigate public 

health concerns and provide advice and information to 

community leaders and the public as part of a public 

health enforcement team. We carry out a regulatory role 

on behalf of the Director-General of Health and are 

‘designated’ to do so. 

Areas of focus are environmental health and 

communicable diseases. In environmental health, HPOs 

identify and quantify threats and work with others to 

minimise them. This includes bio-security and 

quarantine, drinking water quality, hazardous 

substances, waste disposal, resource management, 

recreational water issues and contributing to managing 

sustainable environments. 

HPOs undertake surveillance and investigation of 

notifiable communicable diseases and outbreaks. We 

prevent diseases spreading by food, water and people and respond to emergencies with a public 

health component. HPOs provide a 24/7 on-call response. 

Why did you choose to work in this field? 

I am fascinated with microbes and their ability to adapt to infect organisms. Working on the 

response to the current COVID-19 at the border is just the latest in a line of such beasties to 

challenge us. 

What do you like about it? 

Mainly that it offers a lot of variety. You never know what will come in with the next phone call, but 

the one thing I have learnt is that just when you think you have heard it all the next phone call will 

disabuse you of that notion. It is job that relies on building and maintaining relationships with a 

variety of people and organisations while providing the opportunity to continually learn new things. 

What are the challenging bits? 

Working in emergency and outbreak responses as they usually require undertaking actions with a 

lack of information in a fast-moving environment. The current response to the COVID-19 is a great 

example of having to carry out a response at the border – meeting flights with information that was 

changing daily at one point, while also undertaking planning and preparation for dealing with a case 

should one arise. 
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Who inspires you? 

The rest of my team and the way we all come together and respond during outbreaks and 

emergency responses and just get the work done under challenging circumstances. 

What do Canterbury DHB’s values (Care and respect for others, Integrity in all 
we do and Responsibility for outcomes) mean to you in your role? 

It is fundamental to doing a good job and being a decent human being. 

Something you won’t find on my LinkedIn profile is… 

I am a proud sci-fi/ fantasy nerd. 

If I could be anywhere in the world right now it would be… 

Taking in a bunch of Broadway shows in New York. 

What do you do on a typical Sunday? 

A sleep in, followed by a combo of going to the gym/for a walk, to a movie with friends, reading, 

crafting, or catching up on TV shows. 

What’s your favourite food? 

Depends on the day, but I’m a dessert girl. 

What’s your favourite music? 

The louder the better. I love the symphonic metal bands ‘Within Temptation’ and ‘Nightwish’ and for 

rock it must be ‘Queen’ and ‘Muse’. I am really into ‘The Hu’ right now – they are a throat singing 

folk metal band from Mongolia. 
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