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This supplemental issue of the Hawai '/ Journal of Health & PGDAE is a training pathway for selected PGCFE graduates

Social Welfare showcases how investments in public
health and epidemiology workforce development are
improving Pacific Island health systems. The issue brings
together six operational research papers developed by
graduates of the Postgraduate Diploma in Applied
Epidemiology, the second tier of the Strengthening Health
Interventions in the Pacific (SHIP) Field Epidemiology
Training Program. They are complemented by two papers
examining the broader impact of SHIP and the Pacific
Public Health Fellowship Program.

Introduction to the Supplemental Issue

The Pacific Islands face significant challenges in building
and sustaining a strong public health workforce. Individual
factors, including limited access to higher education,
specialized training, and career advancement opportunities,
restrict workforce development and retention.! Systemic
factors, including small economies and reliance on external
funding for public health programs, limit the capacity of
health systems to recruit, develop, and retain a stable
workforce.!

The United States-Affiliated Pacific Islands (USAPI)
comprise 6 Pacific Island jurisdictions: American Samoa, the
Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands, the
Federated States of Micronesia, Guam, the Republic of the
Marshall Islands, and the Republic of Palau. The Pacific
Island Health Officers Association (PIHOA) is governed by
the Ministers and Directors of Health of participating
USAPI. Through its Secretariat, PIHOA implements regional
initiatives to strengthen health systems and improve
population health.

Among other health workforce initiatives, PIHOA
administers a Field Epidemiology Training Program (FETP)
called Strengthening Health Interventions in the Pacific
(SHIP) to address the lack of specialized training.? SHIP is
one of the services of the Pacific Public Health Surveillance
Network.? Fiji National University is the program’s
academic partner and confers 3 levels of qualifications to
graduates: a Postgraduate Certificate in Field Epidemiology

(PGCFE), a  Postgraduate Diploma in  Applied
Epidemiology (PGDAE), and a Master of Applied
Epidemiology.? Between May 2014 and June 2026,

PIHOA delivered 17 PGCFE cohorts with 198 graduates
and two PGDAE cohorts with 14 graduates in the USAPI.
The PIHOA SHIP Program is accredited by the Training
Programs in Epidemiology and Public Health Interventions
Network (TEPHINET), the international network and
accrediting body for FETPs.

nominated by their health agencies and recommended by
SHIP instructors. PGDAE develops advanced competencies
in applied epidemiology, biostatistics, data management
and analysis, and operational research while building
participants' ability to translate evidence into public health
action. With the support of their health agencies and SHIP
instructors, PGDAE participants develop a journal-ready
operational research manuscript addressing a priority health
issue in their health agency. The operational research
papers featured in this supplement were developed by
graduates from the first 2 PGDAE cohorts in the Marshall
Islands and Palau.

These papers examine programs and policies across
diverse areas of public health, including health systems,
non-communicable diseases, immunization, maternal and
child health, and injury prevention and safety. More
importantly, however, they demonstrate that SHIP PGDAE
graduates have the ability to use epidemiology methods to
answer the operational questions public health agencies and
hospitals face every day:

Is this new system improving our data collection? Salii et al.
compared paper-based traveler entry forms with Palau's
electronic entry system and showed improved data
completeness, greater operational efficiency, and strong
stakeholder support.> The findings support continued
investment in digital health systems and provide evidence
for similar transitions in other resource-limited settings.

Is this policy working? Yaoch et al. evaluated whether a
tobacco excise tax in Palau achieved its intended public
health outcomes.* The study found substantial declines in
youth tobacco use, reductions in tobacco imports, and
lowered adult smoking prevalence, while highlighting the
need for continued tax increases and strengthened cessation
programs to further reduce tobacco use.

Why are patients being lost to follow-up? Rengulbai et al.
examined whether women whose mammogram results
indicated the need for further assessment received timely
follow-up care.® The study identified worsening trends in
delayed and incomplete follow-up and recommended
improving patient tracking, communication, and routine
monitoring to improve continuity of care in Palau.

Why is vaccine coverage falling? Decherong et al.
investigated the school-based Human Papilloma Virus
(HPV) vaccination program in Palau to identify where
eligible girls were being lost along the vaccination pathway.”
Rather than finding widespread vaccine refusal, the study
identified gaps between parental consent, program
implementation, and vaccine delivery, providing clear
direction for improving the vaccination program.



Are clinical decisions being appropriately documented?
Koliniwai et al. evaluated cesarean section deliveries at
Ebeye Hospital in the Marshall Islands against World Health
Organization recommendations and found that many
procedures lacked sufficient clinical documentation to
support the recorded indication. The study recommended
improving clinical documentation, provider training, and
quality assurance to support improved maternal care.

How can we help hospital staff follow safety protocols?
Eungel et al. examined completion of the sharps injury
clearance protocol among health care workers at the
hospital in Palau. The study identified critical points where
follow-up was lost and recommended practical measures,
including appointment reminders and staff education, to
improve adherence to infection prevention and control
protocols and better protect the health workforce.

Complementing the operational research papers, the
final 2 papers in the supplemental issue evaluate the
workforce development programs that are helping to build
this growing regional capacity.

Rostami et al. reports on the first 5 years of the Pacific
Public Health Fellowship Program (PPHFP), finding strong
graduate satisfaction, workforce retention, and meaningful
contributions to local health departments, and concluding
that competency-based workplace training can help build a
skilled and sustainable public health workforce.!

Le Mouéllic et al. explored stakeholder perspectives on
SHIP, identifying workplace-based learning, academic
accreditation, and strong instructional and supervisory
support as important features of the program.? The study
also found that graduates routinely apply SHIP-acquired
epidemiology skills in their daily work, showing that the
program translates learning into public health practice.

Together, these papers highlight the complementary
roles of operational research and workforce development in
strengthening Pacific Island health systems. The
operational research  papers show how locally
trained epidemiologists can generate evidence to inform
decisions on programs, policies, and systems, while the
PPHFP and SHIP evaluations examine the approaches used
to build that regional capacity.
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