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It’s Time to Get Involved 
in Climate Change

 PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE

Environmental health is a topic that is 
near and dear to my heart. It is some-
thing that I have been doing for nearly 

three decades. We have more than one dozen 
different environmental health programs in 
my offi ce, from food safety to water qual-
ity and vector control to land use. These 
programs are all essential and matter to our 
public. An area of environmental health that 
I believe is just as important yet seldomly ad-
dressed is climate change.

Yes, I know many people will ask how a 
local health department in a community of 
one hundred thousand people can make a dif-
ference in climate change? It won’t even make 
a blip on the screen in the short term. Con-
sider that food regulations started locally in 
European communities and at the state level 
in the U.S. Small wastewater regulations were 
also created locally in Egypt hundreds of years 
ago. We need more local and state jurisdic-
tions to start looking proactively at climate 
change to make a difference. Policies at local 
levels will evolve and become more common 
on the national stage. No policy maker wants 
to rock the boat, but community advocacy 
and authentic leadership can start making a 
difference. I feel environmental health can and 
should be part of that change.

So, what can local environmental health 
departments do to improve climate change? 
First and foremost, we need to engage in 
the conversation. Environmental health 
professionals know their communities and 
should be aware of the community issues. 
Take, for example, land use ordinances: 
when these rules are revised, we should be 
at the table encouraging building offi cials 
and elected offi cials to adopt code sections 

that can help reduce climate change. These 
sections may include parts of the energy 
code or green building codes. Solar panels 
and private windmills are used in my part 
of the country to reduce heating costs, but 
they also help reduce carbon dioxide. These 
codes are being used to reduce the types of 
heating sources that emit greenhouse gases. 
The codes are also being used to encour-
age developers to create more mixed-use 
developments, which minimizes the need 
of residents to drive across town for their 
most basic needs. Land-use planning can also 
increase nonmotorized transportation routes 
and encourage improved parking spots for 
alternative fuel vehicles. There are hundreds 
of ideas to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
locally and environmental health should be a 
leading advocate for these changes.

I could write pages and pages of stories on 
how extreme weather events have damaged 
the economy from fl ooding, fi res, droughts, 
disease, and air quality issues. Extreme 
weather events have caused taxpayers to 
spend trillions of dollars on recovery from 
adverse events. The recent fi res in Boulder 
County, Colorado, are the latest events where 
over 1,000 homes were destroyed and nearly 

200 homes and businesses were damaged. 
Many residents will be out of jobs, many have 
lost their transportation to get to those jobs 
that remain, and the residents have become 
dependent on the community to care for 
them until they recover.

Extreme weather events are a huge detri-
ment to many environmental health pro-
grams because our environmental health 
resources turn from doing our routine work 
to being a signifi cant participant in recovery 
efforts. Regardless of the disaster—fl ood, fi re, 
disease, etc.—we have to drop many of our 
routine inspections that generate revenue 
for our programs and start mitigating prob-
lems in restaurants, schools, homes, or other 
places. Most often, these efforts do not sup-
port our budgets.

Rather than focusing on the negatives that 
climate change has on the economy, I prefer 
to look at the economic opportunities cre-
ated with investment into climate change 
initiatives. A recent study conducted at the 
request of the G20 Finance Ministers by the 
Carbon Disclosure Project was reported in 
Forbes (Ellsmoor, 2019). The report states 
that there are at least 2.1 trillion dollars of 
business opportunities in climate change 
according to nearly one half of the top 500 
global companies mentioned in the report. 
The potential considers the losses that could 
be in the hundreds of billions due to shifting 
technologies and the migration of employees 
from one sector to another (Ellsmoor, 2019).

Climate change is a divisive political issue 
in the U.S. and worldwide, but so much com-
mon ground can build the foundation of 
change. I am not supportive of the extreme 
gloom and doom projections that the earth 

Like it or not, 
climate change has 
become the issue 
of our lifetime.
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will come to an end or that entire nations will 
be wiped off the face of the planet by a cer-
tain date. These projections are scare tactics 
that often do more harm than good. Regard-
less of your political affiliation, no one wants 
to continue having extreme weather events, 
nor do they want to have to spend money and 
use resources to recover from them. People 
are losing their lives and no one wants to lose 
a loved one to a disaster.

There are many who disagree that humans 
are responsible for climate change. Whether 
that is true or not, the facts are that the cli-
mate is changing. Some people may argue 
that climate change is only a cycle, and again 
I say if that is true or not, we are only on this 
planet for a minimal amount of time and we 
need to do what we can to improve the world 

for younger generations. Regardless of who 
or what the cause is, the responsible solution 
is to try and improve the situation.

We, as environmental health professionals, 
have the knowledge and influence of policy 
makers and our communities to make a dif-
ference. We have friends and professional 
peers that are experts or know of experts we 
can turn to for more information. As public 
health professionals, we are responsible for 
participating in the conversation and rep-
resenting our communities with all envi-
ronmental health issues, including climate 
change. Like it or not, climate change has 
become the issue of our lifetime.

The National Environmental Health Asso-
ciation (NEHA) is committed to making 
a difference in the climate change debate. 

For more information on that commitment, 
please look at the climate change informa-
tion on the NEHA website at www.neha.org/
climate-change. 
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T he NEHA Endowment Foundation was established to enable NEHA to do more for the environmental health profession 
than its annual budget might allow. Special projects and programs supported by the foundation will be carried out for 

the sole purpose of advancing the profession and its practitioners.

Individuals who have contributed to the foundation are listed below by club category. These listings are based on what 
people have actually donated to the foundation—not what they have pledged. Names will be published under the 
appropriate category for 1 year; additional contributions will move individuals to a different category in the following year(s). 
For each of the categories, there are a number of ways NEHA recognizes and thanks contributors to the foundation. If you 
are interested in contributing to the Endowment Foundation, please call NEHA at (303) 756-9090. You can also donate 
online at www.neha.org/donate.

Thank you.
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