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O ver the last two months, I’ve had the 
privilege of giving four keynote pre-
sentations. 

A keynote is somewhat different than a 
regular speech (though often no less difficult 
to prepare). For example, one of the missions 
of a keynote is to stir an audience. Another 
is to address some large issue or concept and 
explain how it ties to the audience and its 
circumstances.

In these presentations, I paid homage 
to one of the most powerful concepts ever 
discovered by the human mind: evolution. 
I stressed that evolution is often seen as a 
biological theory that describes how living 
organisms adapt to change and how through 
these adaptations such organisms “select” 
for their propagation (and survival). In fact, 
one of the most famous ideas to come from 
interpretations of Darwin’s discoveries is 
that “it is not the strongest of the species 
that survives, nor the most intelligent, but 
the one most responsive to change.”

From there I tried to hammer home the 
point that the idea behind evolution applies 
not just to biological organisms, but to every-
thing! The process of adaptation and survival 
can be seen across some remarkably different 
ideas, institutions, processes, and systems. 
Consider, for example, that evolution aptly de-
scribes change in marriages, Las Vegas, United 
Airlines, language, warfare, the growth in one’s 
garden, politics, the print media, global cli-
mate change, cancer, and so on. Little wonder 
I refer to evolution as one of the most powerful 
concepts ever described by the human mind, 
for this idea gives us a way to understand the 
process of adaptation and survival across vir-
tually anything we wish to consider. 

In my presentations, I used evolution to 
explore how our profession is adapting to 
changes that are impacting the practice, and 
even standing, of environmental health. I 
talked about how our profession is evolving, 
whether we like it or not, because that is the 
natural order of all things.

It’s that “like it or not” part that often causes 
the rub, because adapting isn’t always fun, 
especially if an existing system provides en-
joyment and satisfaction. Ask any newspaper 
owner today about how much fun he or she 
is having adapting to the growing consumer 
preference for digitized information. You are 
not likely to see a smiling face in response!

I was recently at a meeting of prominent 
environmental health officials. I overheard 
one colleague say, “If I hear that term ‘new 
normal’ one more time, I am going to 
scream.” To my disappointment, he and the 
people around him laughed as if to say that by 
their actions, they would have no part in how 
local and state governments are changing. I 
cringed because I knew that “like it or not,” 
their programs are going to change. Further-
more, I am quite certain that this group will 

not be guiding that change but rather will be 
victims of it.

With all this as a backdrop, let me now 
turn my attention to NEHA. Like newspaper 
owners, we had a good thing going for quite a 
number of years, i.e., our Annual Educational 
Conference (AEC) & Exhibition. I’m proud 
to say that we also got quite good at putting 
these big events together. Our numbers were 
even better. Our attendance continued to 
climb for years, and it was as if our growing 
attendance was a vindication of the way we 
were designing and executing our AECs. 

And then—
That little socioeconomic event occurred 

at the end of 2007, something called the 
Great Recession. What had been this good 
thing suddenly lost traction. Though our 
2008 AEC in Tucson actually fared well, 
which I believe had something to do with the 
attractiveness of that destination, our atten-
dance has dropped ever since and it is now 
30% down from our past norms. 

According to the concept of evolution, 
when an environmental event occurs such as 
this recession, entities must adapt to survive. 
While our annual conference is in no danger 
of disappearing, we are nonetheless very dis-
satisfied with our attendance numbers as of 
late. So we have been adapting.

Fast forward to today and to the AEC that 
we will be conducting in San Diego. Our re-
vamped AEC looks very little like any we’ve 
put on in the past. I spell out for you more 
explicitly below the many changes that we 
have made over the past couple of years as we 
have adapted to a host of new circumstances 
in both our business environment and yours. 
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But first let me pause to underscore the real 
point that I wish to make, which is not about 
our profession’s annual get-together. Rather, 
I’ve chosen to use the example of the AEC to 
make the point that you have an association 
that is very tuned into the idea of evolution—
adaptation—and survival. 

You are not a member of an association that 
is on automatic pilot. Nor are you a member 
of an association that uses hope as a busi-
ness strategy (as if simply hoping that things 
will get better is a sufficient M.O. to use as 
we travel through these challenging times). 
No, you are a member of a very dynamic 
organization that pays attention to what is 
happening to its members and to the world 
around us. We use the insights we derive to 
tinker, revamp, throw away, or build anew so 
that we remain relevant to you and in sync 
with how the world is changing.

As I noted above, we had a good thing go-
ing with our AEC for many years. The AEC 
hadn’t evolved a whole lot for a couple of 
decades, except for some minor changes that 
were fun to conceive and incorporate into the 
conference design. No more. The changes we 
have made over just the last three years to 
this event have been breathtaking.

Instead of complaining about the new nor-
mals impacting us, we’ve ridden them with a 
fiery determination to build an annual event 
for you that has no parallel. I say that not to 
sell you on attending our next conference, 
which will be in June 2012 in the heart of 
downtown San Diego, right on the water-
front. I say that to ensure that you know that 
we understand that adaptations are necessary 
and that we’ll go through the pain of making 
them because we strive for nothing less than 
a high-value, high-energy, highly relevant, 
and highly memorable conference for you. 

And that . . . is a statement about NEHA 
much more than it is a statement about 
our AEC.

Below I cite many of the adaptations that we 
have made to our conference. The length and 
substantive nature of this list hopefully convey 
the message that we are willing to do what it 
takes to stay current and to give you the best 
possible conference experience we can.
•	Out of respect for the different and 

preferred ways of learning across the gen-
erations, we have developed two different 

methods for delivering education at the 
AEC. We continue to feature the standard 
lecture for those who prefer to learn in 
this way. We have also been building many 
more interactive learning experiences for 
those who prefer to learn through experi-
ence and interaction.

•	 Because of the premium that employ-
ers are now putting on getting something 
back for their money, NEHA has made an 
all-out effort to develop a documentable 
return on investment experience for some 
of our most popular educational tracks. 
We have revised our programming in such 
a way that we can now actually demon-
strate that attendees are obtaining the kind 
of education and training that will enable 
them to more than pay for their confer-
ence expenses through their new-found 
abilities to implement cost savings and 
revenue enhancements back at their places 
of employment. 

•	 In response to your need for superior 
education and training, we have hired 
professional environmental health staff to 
develop and organize the conference edu-
cational program instead of leaving this 
hugely important function to volunteers. 
In this way we can exercise quality control 
and collaborations in far more effective 
ways than was possible through a system 
of volunteers. 

•	 Because of our member’s interest in con-
necting more with local policy makers, we 
have opened up new programming to allow 
policy makers to meet environmental health 
people and to develop a greater appreciation 
for all that environmental health does.

•	 To accommodate those many NEHA mem-
bers who cannot afford to go to the AEC in 
a given year, we have invested in building a 
virtual conference that allows people to ac-
cess conference content and even interact 
with on-site attendees in real time without 
being there themselves.

•	 In recognition of the financial challenges 
that many NEHA members are having in 
getting to the AEC, NEHA has created a 
scholarship program that now contributes 
to the expenses of over 50 attendees. 

•	 We have revamped our section chair pro-
gram, which relied on having volunteers 
for each topic section of the conference. 
We are now implementing a much more 
robust system of NEHA technical advisors 

that will allow us to access considerably 
more subject-matter expertise from the 
membership and to use that expertise for 
many more programs than just the AEC. 
This also opens up more volunteer oppor-
tunities for the NEHA membership.

•	 In response to the growing interest with-
in the membership to give back, we now 
regularly feature a fun but meaningful 
community service event at the AEC that 
is consistent with environmental health 
considerations.

•	 Out of respect for the growing concern 
about green meetings especially within 
the environmental niche where NEHA re-
sides, we have made significant strides in 
greening our conference and reducing our 
carbon footprint.

•	 In recognition of the fact that many em-
ployers are better able to fund training 
experiences as opposed to educational 
experiences, we have given additional 
emphasis to training within our confer-
ence program.

•	 Given the state of the economy and the 
challenges that other organizations are also 
facing, we have moved much more aggres-
sively into co-locating our conference with 
other organizations. Co-locating improves 
our numbers but also opens up many more 
networking opportunities for our attend-
ees with colleagues whom they are not 
likely to meet otherwise.

•	Out of respect for the time and financial 
constraints that our members have, we 
have shortened the annual conference by 
a day.

•	 In response to the interest in having 
more timely education, we have tried 
to spotlight more emerging issues in our 
programming. In recent years we have ad-
dressed current issues such as bed bugs, 
pandemic flu, earthquakes in Haiti, tech-
nology advances in environmental health, 
and even the fate of environmental health 
in these difficult times.

•	 In light of the rapid growth of social net-
working, we have created platforms that 
enable our attendees to use social media in 
conjunction with their overall conference 
experience. 

•	 Finally, recognizing the fact that our con-
ference has become so much more than 
simply some hours in a classroom, we have 
rebuilt the conference to be a modular 
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event. We now point out the many facets of 
our conference and how each person can 
arrange these facets to design a conference 
experience that is most valuable to them. 
I hope it is clear that any one of these 

changes would have constituted a major 
change in the nature of our annual event. 
Taken together (to say nothing of how 
quickly all of these adaptations have been 
implemented), this long list demonstrates 
indeed how responsive NEHA is to socioeco-
nomic trends sweeping our profession. The 
list also shows that your association under-
stands that evolution is the natural order and 
that we are committed to being a part of the 
change process and not a victim of it. Really, 
there is no other choice! 

nfabian@neha.org

?NEHA’s Food Handler Training Certificate Program is now 
accredited by the American National Standards Institute 

(ANSI). Find out more at nehatraining.org. 
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