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Y O U R  ASSOCIATION

The refrain “time under tension” echoes 
in my mind like a bat in search of prey. 
The phrase is commonly employed in 

strength and conditioning training and is a ref-
erence to how long a muscle is under strain 
during exercise. Reportedly, the longer the 
stress, the better the result. Except, I am not
talking about my fi tness regimen. I am talk-
ing about the current time in U.S. society and 
the state of national tension expressing itself 
in the form of a general lack of civility. As our 
association is increasingly seen as a national 
and infl uential voice on health issues, our pro-
fession is not immune to the winds that buf-
fet our country and its people. I would like to 
share a couple examples of what this situation 
looks like in practice.

Every 2 years our annual conference is con-
vened in partnership with the U.S. Depart-
ment of Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD). Two years ago, then HUD Secretary 
Julián Castro spoke at our 2016 Annual Edu-
cational Conference (AEC) & Exhibition. 
This year, HUD Secretary Dr. Ben Carson was 
scheduled to speak at our AEC in Anaheim, 
California. NEHA’s relationship with HUD 
is an important one. HUD provides funds to 
state and local governments to develop cost-
effective ways to reduce lead-based paint haz-
ards and other risks associated with the built 
environment. They are a critical player in the 
environmental health landscape, particularly 
for children and people living in poverty.

I was disappointed by the hate that quickly 
revealed itself on our Facebook page when 
Dr. Carson’s proposed presence at the 2018 
AEC was announced. Some of the hate was 

racial. Some was historical. Some was politi-
cal. Some of our members threatened to end 
their relationships with us. Hate has never 
solved any problem and has no place in the 
NEHA network.

Our partnership with HUD leverages both 
organizations on behalf of national health 
and safety. NEHA is a nonprofi t and, by law, 
a bipartisan organization. The presence of a 
political appointee at our AEC is not to be 
construed as a NEHA endorsement. The 
political beliefs and ideologies of AEC speak-
ers are their own. The purpose of the AEC 
is to provide an opportunity to engage in 
full and spirited dialogue on environmental 
health issues. We offer this opportunity to 
speak to AEC attendees on issues germane to 
the profession regardless of political party or 
agenda of the current political administration.

The second situation developed as an out-
come of a recent AEC presentation. In at least 
one case, an attendee was deeply offended 
in the manner in which the lesbian, bisex-
ual, gay, and transgender community was 

portrayed. I was not present at this session. 
Having said that, some felt that the language 
used to describe the study population was 
offensive. The presenter, when confronted, 
was surprised by the criticism. This case rep-
resents a teachable moment. 

As our nation struggles with policy and 
practice around gender and sexual orien-
tation issues, NEHA sees itself as a conve-
ner, a safe place, where legitimate health 
issues can be explored in an environment of 
mutual respect and inclusion. Bloodborne 
pathogens, needle exchange programs, and 
sexually transmitted diseases are, after all, 
legitimate public health issues. We should 
carefully attempt to strike the right tone 
and be sensitive to words that potentially 
convey hurt. I know this situation first-
hand. About 15 years ago I (regretfully) 
introduced the president of a community 
college as the president of a “junior” col-
lege. Ouch, I’m still in recovery from that 
event. I was unaware of the sensitivity of 
the issue. I know now that words matter.

I am not asking you to embrace someone 
else’s beliefs. I am not asking you to com-
promise your values. I am not asking you to 
question your identity. I am asking you to 
recommit yourself to the notion that envi-
ronmental health is a fact-based profession. 
We are professionals who search for evi-
dence, clues, and trends to support informed 
decisions related to public health. Being fact 
fi nders is to be on a journey of discovery. We 
cannot do justice to our profession and the 
people we serve if we deliberately or inadver-
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tently close our minds or conduct ourselves
in a manner that excludes a segment of soci-
ety. NEHA is for everybody—not just those
who agree with us.

NEHA represents environmental health
professionals regardless of their beliefs. Our
members come from all walks of life and rep-
resent the entire political, religious, and racial
spectrum. We intend to be an inclusive asso-
ciation that respects the full menu of perspec-
tives on issues of national and global health,
safety, and security. NEHA is committed to
the proposition that while we may disagree
with someone’s viewpoint or orientation, we
can and will treat them with respect and lis-
ten to their story.

I want each of you to know that I take
inclusivity seriously. As we hire new employ-
ees we desire that they refl ect the heteroge-
neous U.S. population. Our members live
in red, blue, and purple states. I know that
because I have had the privilege to visit many

of them. I have a special affection for fron-
tier and rural environmental health programs
because environmental health is public
health for many of those communities. From
Saipan to Puerto Rico and Utqiaġvik to Key
West, our association strives to provide a safe
and healthy environment for all. We can’t
achieve that if we live separate professional
lives because as the cliché goes, all of us are
smarter than one of us.

Our association membership represents
the second largest segment of the public
health profession after nursing. We spend
time in communities, businesses, and rec-
reational areas. People across the coun-
try increasingly see us as leaders. There is
tension in this time in our nation’s history.
Let’s do our part to diffuse that tension. My
heart tells me it is time to add compassion,
empathy, and healing to our professional
repertoire of essential services. Our country
deserves no less.

Acknowledgement: Thanks to Joanne Zurcher
and Chris Thorne who conceptualized and
wrote a portion of the original content of
this column.
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