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LITTLE ROCK - The state Division of Health will be split off from the state's largest agency, the Department of Health and Human Services, and become a separate, stand-alone agency on July 1.
The move reverses a merger of the two agencies in 2005, which was done to save in costs of accounting, administration, computer systems and contracting. According to officials at the agency, about $2.5 million was saved because of administrative efficiencies.

In the 2007 session, however, the legislature passed Act 384 to authorize the governor to separate the Health Division out of the Department of Health and Human Services. In his executive order separating the two agencies, he effectively restored their structures to what they were before the 2005 merger.

One reason for the move, according to the officials involved, was that the maximum savings to taxpayers had already been achieved. The merger brought about changes at the Health Division that will continue to save money, even after it becomes a separate agency again.
According to the governor, the delivery of services ought to improve now that the Health Division again has its own identity. Public health is so important that the Health Division deserves cabinet-level representation in his administration, the governor said.

Even before the 2005 merger with Human Services, the Health Department had gone through an extended period of instability. 
One negative result was the temporary loss of accreditation of its laboratory, which conducts more than 800,000 tests a year. It has since been recertified by federal inspectors.

The lab tests detect infectious diseases, impurities in food and water and genetic disorders. In recent years the lab has added the capacity to test for chemicals and other substances used in bioterrorism.
The Health Division operates clinics throughout the state. Also, birth and death certificates are obtained at the Division.
The Human Services Department administers Medicaid, which provides health coverage to the elderly, to the poor and to people with disabilities. The Department also provides mental health services, and it offers drug and alcohol abuse treatment. The agency administers the child welfare system, which includes adoption and foster care. 
The agency operates secure detention facilities for juvenile offenders, as well as community programs for less serious juvenile offenders. Also, the Department administers the food stamp program. Like the Health Division, it has county offices throughout the state.
The two agencies have always been geographically separated. The lab and the main office of the Health Division are across the street from War Memorial Stadium, on Markham Street in mid-town Little Rock. The headquarters of the Human Services Department are at Seventh and Main Streets in downtown Little Rock.

Last year, a million Arkansas residents received some type of service from the Department of Health and Human Services, which employs about 10,000 people.

