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D avid Foster Wallace’s stunning and 
cerebral 2005 Kenyon College com-
mencement speech should be re-

quired reading. He begins: “There are these 
two young fi sh swimming along and they 
happen to meet an older fi sh swimming the 
other way, who nods at them and says, ‘Morn-
ing, boys. How’s the water?’ And the two 
young fi sh swim on for a bit, and then even-
tually one of them looks over at the other and 
goes, ‘What the hell is water?’”

I trust Wallace’s vignette resonates with 
you. I admire his ability to capture in a 
few words how I feel about a lot of things I 
observe in our professional universe. Alicia 
Love, a food safety o�  cer from Montana, 
provided me a bolt of perspective earlier this 
week as we discussed workplace confl ict de-
escalation. Love punctuated her commentary 
with, “We are not the health police.” Brilliant.

So many attributes of the modern edu-
cational system have changed, workplace 
norms have in some cases been permanently 
changed, and the composition of the work-
force is rapidly changing. The role of the 
profession should be to adapt and innovate 
to refl ect society around us, while at the same 
time retaining fi delity to our principles and 
professionalism. Here are my top 10 thoughts 
on how we might go about that.
1. We own what we think of ourselves. In

large measure what the world thinks of
us refl ects what we think of ourselves
and how we project that ethos to our sur-
rounding environment. Many of us pos-
sess regulatory functions that we are held
accountable to and for. Having said that,

where possible, let us emphasize the edu-
cate over the regulate. Our aim is to pro-
tect and promote the public’s health, safety, 
and economic security. Let us act and have 
expectations of a minister of health while 
maximizing our teaching roles.

2. Let us agree on a simple and memorable
defi nition of environmental health. Here
is my defi nition, which is sure to upset and
annoy just about everyone: Science and art
of ensuring every person reaches their full
human potential by managing the inter-
section of people and their surroundings.

3. We are not the health police. We are
health, safety, and economic advocates.
We should frame our contributions to
society in a manner that is uplifting and
positive. Society desires baby formula
that is free of Cronobacter sakazakii—we
can make that possible.

4. We are the nexus between engineering,
clinical professions, epidemiology, labo-
ratory, and informatics professions. We 
possess the breadth and depth of science
and mathematics education that makes us
fl uent in the language of the elite preven-
tive professions. We excel at understand-
ing local community norms and customs

because our work is fi eld based.  We are 
uniquely qualifi ed to lead the experts.

5. We are essential players in the climate
change space. The effects of climate
change are here. Drought, air pollution,
asthma triggers, heat stress, fl ooding, and
wildfi res. My local newspaper provides
extreme weather updates as a standard
feature for its subscribers. We are likely
the most knowledgeable and conversant
people on the planet.

6. We should be national leaders in public
health informatics. While my epidemi-
ologist friends will bristle at this conten-
tion, I am serious. I am hard pressed to
identify another profession that collects
and acts on primary data to the degree
that we do. It is what we do. I like that
we act on the data immediately. For most
other professions in our sector, the data
they analyze were collected by someone
else, usually far in the past. We act in the
present as we know time is precious.

7. We should be leaders in the changing
nature of the workforce and remote
work. We learned we could conduct
remote inspections in 2020. Does that
replace the in-person experience? Of
course not. This shift does, however,
demonstrate nimbleness and ingenuity
on our part. I observe the workforce gen-
der composition to be rapidly changing,
as a refl ection of college enrollment num-
bers. Today, over 60% of college students
identify as female and in public health,
those numbers are even higher.
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8. We should exert our expertise in pan-
demics. Most pandemics are environmen-
tally related. Overall, 75% of infectious
disease is spillover from animals. That
is a fact and that is our arena. As I think
about Ebola, HIV, COVID-19, and Middle
East Respiratory Syndrome—many, but
not all, professionals believe these viruses
originated in animals, much related to
processing animal protein. Food safety is
our mainstay. Furthermore, environmen-
tal conditions in schools, restaurants,
pools, spas, day care facilities, hospitality,
and transportation are our domain.

9. The nature of vectorborne disease will
increasingly present issues for us that
we best get ahead of. Chagas (parasite),
hanta (virus), and Lyme (bacteria) are
illustrations of diseases where the chang-
ing range of insects, rodents, and ticks
will continue to challenge us.

10. Emergency preparedness and response—
the new normal is for environmental
health and we need to be a central player.
Most of you are aware that we success-

fully secured insertion of environmental 
health language into the Pandemic and 
All Hazards Prevention Act reauthoriza-
tion in 2019. Next up is the Public Health 
Emergency Preparedness Capabilities. 
In 2011, the Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention (CDC) established 

these 15 capabilities that serve as national 
standards for public health preparedness 
planning. We are barely referenced and to 
some extent, left out of planning at local 
levels because of that oversight. We at the 
National Environmental Health Associa-
tion (NEHA) have attempted since 2015 
to convince CDC to correct this oversight. 
We are on it.
I am increasingly convinced we need to 

have a carpe diem (i.e., seize the moment) 
attitude and commitment. Our country and 
communities demand and deserve no less. 
NEHA is committed to thinking these and 
others issues through with you. Our national 
association success might best be defined by 
bending the arc of our collective potential 
and providing tools and resources to where 
the action is—at the local level.

What is water? It is an ecosystem that 
frames our days and limits our potential by 
its insistence that its constraints of the usual 
and customary be honored. That is a swamp 
worth draining. 

The diverged road. Which way now? Photo 
courtesy of David Dyjack. 

DirecTalk 
continued from page 58

ddyjack@neha.org 
Twitter: @DTDyjack

neha.org/join
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as you are about protecting human health and 
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Begin connecting today through NEHA membership.
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