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A s I write this, my penultimate column 
for this esteemed Journal, I note that 
this edition will arrive to you around 

the fi rst day of May. Hopefully by now most 
of our nation has thawed out from a pretty 
severe winter. I wish I could say the same 
for the political climate here in Ohio. I am 
referring to the issue concerning public em-
ployees that has swirled here, in Wisconsin, 
and in a few other states in recent months. As 
you, gentle reader, may recall, I’ve broached 
sensitive issues in two previous columns. In 
my January/February 2011 column, “What 
Is Professionalism?”, I discussed public em-
ployee unionism as it relates to the environ-
mental health profession in the public sector. 
In my March 2011 column, “Lemonade in the 
New Normal,” I discussed the environmen-
tal health profession in the wake of the Great 
Recession and its associated repercussions. In 
this column, I’ll attempt to mesh the multiple 
Venn diagrams of those two issues, overlaid 
with the constant red vs. blue confl ict, and 
fueled by the incessant fl ow of information. 
It may prove to be the most controversial col-
umn yet, so here goes. . . .

The information revolution began in the 
early ’90s—who remembers Windows 3.1.1, 
Netscape, and that fi rst clunky dial-up In-
ternet connection on that PC with miniscule 
memory and a 250 GB hard drive? The in-
formation we process at work has steadily 
increased logarithmically year by year. I viv-
idly remember getting my fi rst PC at work: 
a Gateway 2000. Knowing it was coming for 
some time, I invested beforehand in my fi rst 
PC at home—an Acer—in 1993. I embraced 

technology, having some sense of its impor-
tance for the future. I also remember those 
fi rst e-mails at work and how cool it was to 
communicate that way instead of with the 
typewritten memorandum copied with car-
bon paper. 

Now, the enormity of the information 
revolution has spread across the world and 
the fl ow of information has become, well, 
unmanageable. Twitter and Facebook and 
thousands of apps on our smartphones del-
uge us constantly with information and it 
never, never stops. As I said, I remember 
when those fi rst e-mails came across my No-
vell GroupWise account at work. Given my 
position in city government coupled with my 
NEHA responsibilities, I easily receive more 
e-mails now than I can possibly process in a 
day. Some are addressed only to me, but more 

often than not I am copied on a plethora of 
messages that don’t involve me directly. Then 
there is always the daily spam that gets past 
the city’s fi lter into my inbox. How much 
time does it take to read through those mes-
sages, decide what’s important and what’s 
not, decide which ones to act on, which ones 
to delete, what to fi le for later? I leave my of-
fi ce for meetings and my Blackberry is buzz-
ing; the messages continue. 

When I’m home, my private e-mail ac-
count and yes, my Facebook messages add 
even more information to my overstimulated 
gray matter. As you may recall, in my Novem-
ber column, “Bunnies, Bed Bugs, and Black-
berries,” I talked about handheld devices that 
deliver limitless distractions at meetings and 
I quoted George Will’s article about the phe-
nomenon. Additional research in the science 
of decision making suggests that “informa-
tion fatigue” can lead us to make poorer de-
cisions. As we strive for the latest informa-
tion that gets texted, tweeted, or comes to us 
from CNN to help us arrive at a decision, our 
brains do not process the information prop-
erly in the subconscious (or as we used to 
say, stew over it), because new information 
or opinions keep arriving. We tend to give 
greater weight to the most recent information 
and let it overwrite valid information that 
may have been received earlier. It reaches a 
point where the torrent of raw data causes 
overload (at least it does in my brain) and I 
just have to reach a decision by thinking over 
what I know without additional information.

The amount of information pouring in to 
us in the early spring this year was, to my 
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thinking, remarkable. First we had the news 
of the turmoil in the Middle East resulting in 
the fall of the Egyptian government and the 
civil war in Libya, followed by the devastat-
ing earthquake and tsunami in Japan. Radia-
tion was released into the atmosphere and a 
reactor meltdown became possible at a pair 
of nuclear power plants as a result of dam-
age from the rush of seawater. The flow of 
electronic information on these events was 
unsurpassed and was rapidly changing ev-
ery day. In fact, the political revolutions in 
the Middle East were facilitated by electronic 
social media. Most of the early video of the 
tragedy in Japan came to us from individual 
smartphones, as more than 80% of the Japa-
nese population is wired. 

Then we also had the daily drama of what 
was occurring at the state legislatures in Wis-
consin and Ohio—daily protests of union-
ized public sector employees—that peaked in 
Madison, Wisconsin, with over 100,000 peo-
ple demonstrating in and around the capitol. 
In my March column I discussed “The New 
Normal” and compared the Great Recession 
to the Great Depression. I talked about adjust-
ing spending, expectations, and changing the 
way we think about government. I didn’t dis-
cuss in that article the budget deficits of state 
governments going into the coming budget 
cycle. Ohio’s is over $8 billion and Wisconsin’s 
is nearly $4 billion and both of those deficits 
are dwarfed by 15 other state budget shortfalls 
that range from 15% to over 35% of their en-
tire budget! Our state governments are essen-
tially broke and part of that New Normal is 
how government, academia, and the private 
sector will operate in this environment. 

Clearly, things have to change. As I dis-
cussed in my January/February column, the 
purpose of unions and professional organiza-
tions like NEHA differ: the former is about 
collective bargaining and the latter is about 
maintaining standards for a profession. I also 
said there is no need for any polarization be-
tween the two and that a professional environ-
mental health practitioner can embrace his or 
her profession and collective bargaining con-
currently. The landscape has certainly changed 
in the past few months and the battle to elimi-
nate or sharply curtail collective bargaining in 
the public sector has become a showdown in 
Wisconsin and Ohio. The information over-
load on this topic has reached a crescendo and 
has me gridlocked, shaking my political phi-

losophy to its very core. Let me explain. The 
central debate seems to be about the collective 
bargaining of public employees.

The amount of opinion, information, and 
misinformation on this single issue is enough 
to choke a horse. Is there a place for unions in 
the public sector? Are union wages the cause 
of governmental budget deficits? Let’s take a 
closer look. A point I made in an earlier col-
umn was that unions were first organized for 
manufacturing and mining jobs. Some would 
say the cost of a unionized workforce has 
driven manufacturing jobs overseas because 
labor costs have driven prices of products 
made in the U.S. above what consumers will 
pay. That point was driven home for me on a 
recent Diane Sawyer report, “Made in Ameri-
ca,” on ABC World News. Her report showed 
that every item for sale in the Smithsonian 
Institute’s gift shop, from the bust of George 
Washington to the Mt. Rushmore scale model 
to the Declaration of Independence on parch-
ment, was made abroad, mostly in China. 

Unions have reached out to organize pub-
lic sector employees since the first public em-
ployees’ union was founded in 1959 in Madi-
son. Without the influx of government work-
ers into unions, unions would have slid into 
irrelevance. American governments currently 
employ about 22 million workers. Just under 
3 million work for the federal government, 
5 million work for states, and 14.5 million 
work for local government, including public 
school systems. Of those workers, about 36% 
are unionized, compared to about 7% of em-
ployees in the private sector. 

Environmental health practitioners are 
mostly employed by state and local govern-
ments rather than by the federal government 
or the private sector. It appears to me that the 
goal of new Republican governors is to break 
the power of the unions, the single most im-
portant financial base of the Democratic par-
ty. Anyone can see the GOP strategy there. 
Public unions gave more than $171 million to 
Democratic candidates in the 2010 elections, 
according to The Wall Street Journal. One way 
to look at it is that those funds come from in-
voluntary contributions through union dues 
taken from the paychecks of all union em-
ployees, whether or not they agree with the 
union’s political endorsement. 

Even with recent sacrifices of furlough 
days, union collective bargaining contracts 
involve increased benefit contributions that 

usually have a series of pay steps and annual 
raises. Defined-benefit pension plans are of-
ten included that require little or no employ-
ee contribution. Those packages are simply 
not sustainable in the current economic cli-
mate of huge budget deficits. Any increased 
tax to fund them would be untenable. New 
Democratic governors in states like Cali-
fornia, New York, and Connecticut face the 
same collective bargaining issues. Data com-
piled by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 
confirm that public-sector workers today do 
better on average than private-sector employ-
ees when it comes to pensions and benefits. 
Also, some people believe that unions put too 
much emphasis on seniority and tend to pro-
tect members who are inefficient.

Arguments for maintaining unions in the 
public workforce include first and foremost 
the workers’ ability to have a voice within 
their organization and to get higher salaries 
and benefits for their members with the power 
of organization. Up until now—the New Nor-
mal—they have been mostly successful. I can 
attest that environmental health practitioners 
who are unionized in Ohio do tend to make 
higher salaries and have better benefits than 
their nonunionized counterparts. It can also 
be argued that the huge contributions of mon-
ey unions provide to the blue side counterbal-
ance the external funding from large corpora-
tions that are funneled mostly to the red side. 

The position our elected officials held 
until recently was that government needed 
to attract the best and the brightest to pro-
vide governmental services at the highest 
quality possible. These are quality services 
the public had come to expect—to teach 
our children, to operate our water and sew-
age treatment facilities, to protect us with 
police and fire services, and yes, to have the 
services of the college-educated environ-
mental health practitioner. So the fight has 
intensified and the amount of information 
and misinformation being spewed from 
both sides of this debate is overwhelming. 
What should we believe?

The way the issue has played out, at least 
from my perspective in Ohio, is sadly, the 
denigration of public service: union or non-
union, management or nonmanagement—it 
just doesn’t seem to matter. When you boil 
it all away, it comes down to what is being 
called “pension envy.” The private-sector 
 continued on page 45
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worker does not have access in most cases 
to a defined-benefit pension program that 
most state and local employees do. Most of 
the private sector switched over long ago to 
defined-contribution plans, the 401(k), with 
reduced employer contribution if any. Many 
of those employees with defined-benefit pen-
sions don’t get Social Security either because 
they don’t pay into it, but that seems to get 
lost in the deluge of information. The center 
of the issue is that taxpayers in the private 
sector, many of whom have been laid off or 
at least have had to tighten their belts to un-
precedented notches, feel public employees 
get a much better deal than they do. That has 
caused huge resentment for public employees 
to a degree I’ve never seen before. I’ve tak-
en a look at the public blogs of local media 
concerning the Ohio legislature’s action that 
sharply curtails collective bargaining at all 
levels of government and requires higher em-
ployee contributions for pensions and health 
care. The venom being spewed and outright 
derision of public employees is unprecedent-
ed and in general union and nonunion have 
been rolled in together as the problem. The 
resentment is for public employees who have 
pension plans that will pay for the rest of 
their lives and that resentment is being elec-
tronically chronicled. 

I’m perplexed by the flow of information 
on this topic and how that flow has impact-
ed the views I’ve held for a long time about 
my own public service and how government 
should operate. My political views are also 
transitioning. Separating the wheat from the 
chaff, the information from the misinforma-
tion, has been a challenge for me. What is left 
has been so immense it’s been hard to digest. 
This has led to the information overload I al-
luded to early in the column. At least I believe 
I’ve gotten the message that public opinion is 
now against those of us in public service and 
there is not much we can do about it. Even 
though most of us are imbued by the calling 
of public service, the new attitude from so 
many of the people we serve, although un-
derstandable, is hard to swallow. 

Perchlorate: Questions and Answers
Introduction
Perchlorate is both a naturally occurring and a manmade chemical. 
Naturally occurring perchlorate is found, for example, in nitrate 
fertilizer deposits from Chile. Most of the perchlorate manufac-
tured in the United States is used as the primary ingredient in 
solid rocket propellant. Perchlorate also is used in a wide variety 
of industrial processes, including, but not limited to, tanning and 
leather finishing, rubber manufacture, paint and enamel produc-
tion, and production of additives for lubricating oils. In addition, 
perchlorate is used in pyrotechnics such as fireworks, gunpowder, 
explosives, and highway flares. Wastes from the manufacture and 
improper disposal of perchlorate-containing chemicals are increas-
ingly being discovered in soil, groundwater, drinking water, and 
irrigation water around the country.
 The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) recognizes the poten-
tial for perchlorate contamination of food and feed from the use of 
contaminated waters such as irrigation water, processing water, and 
source waters for bottled drinking water. Therefore, FDA has begun 
to determine the occurrence of perchlorate in a variety of foods to 
evaluate exposure to perchlorate from food and to support any ac-
tion that might be needed to protect the public’s health.

What are the effects of perchlorate on the human body?
At high doses, perchlorate can interfere with iodide uptake into the 
thyroid gland, disrupting the gland’s functions. In fact, perchlorate 
has been used as a drug to treat hyperthyroidism and to diagnose 
disorders related to thyroid or iodine metabolism. In adults, the 
thyroid helps to regulate metabolism. In children, the thyroid plays 
a major role in proper development in addition to metabolism. Im-
pairment of thyroid function in expectant mothers may affect the 
fetus and newborn, and effects may include delayed development 
and decreased learning capability. Chronic lowering of thyroid hor-
mones due to high perchlorate exposure also may result in thyroid 
gland tumors. 

Has a safe level been established for perchlorate in water  
and food?
In the summer of 2003, the Administration asked the National 
Academy of Sciences (NAS) to review several important questions 
related to whether perchlorate is a public health concern. The NAS 
study will be a major factor in determining if some levels of per-
chlorate in food are a public health concern. 
 Guidance issued by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
(U.S. EPA) in 1999 set health risk thresholds using a reference dose 
(RfD) range of 7–35 micrograms per day (µg/day) for a 70-kilogram 
(70-kg) adult. This guidance remains in effect pending the outcome 
of the NAS study. U.S. EPA, which regulates drinking-water safety, 

adult as part of a draft perchlorate health risk assessment. 
 

www.epa.gov/safewater/ccl/perchlorate/perchlo.html.

Recent studies have shown the presence of per
milk. Has FDA found perchlorate in milk? 

research milk samples from various regions of the country, inc
California, in order to begin to understand the extent to whi
chlorate occurs in milk. Perchlorate levels ranged from 3 to 1

however, these values are similar to those already reported 
literature. In September 2003, a Texas Tech University study
perchlorate levels ranging from 1.7 to 6.4 ppb in seven flui
samples and 1.1 ppb in one evaporated milk sample. Perchlor
els ranging from 1.5 ppb to 10.6 ppb were measured by the Cal

ranging from nondetectable to 3.6 ppb in California milk s
were reported by the Environmental Working Group in June 

Do lettuce and other foods contaminated with per
present a health risk?
At this time, further studies are needed to determine the 
associated with exposure to perchlorate from foods. FDA 
has no evidence to recommend that consumers should 
infants’ and children’s diets and eating habits to avoid 
to perchlorate. The NAS review of U.S. EPA’s RfD will be a 
factor in determining if some levels of perchlorate in 
public health concern. FDA is continuing to work with 
eral agencies, such as the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
EPA, to determine the risk associated with perchlorate 
and the occurrence of perchlorate in foods. If an elevated 
risk is determined, FDA will seek ways to reduce dietary 
to perchlorate.

U.S. EPA’s draft drinking-water range for per
parts per billion (ppb). Is this the allowable level of per
rate in bottled water? 

contaminant level (MCL), for perchlorate in drinking water. 
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