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What It Means…

 PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE

Each year, the NEHA president has the 
honor of representing our association 
throughout the country by participat-

ing in our local affi liate conferences. In April 
of this year, I was invited to represent NEHA 
in my home state of California at the annual 
California Environmental Health Association 
(CEHA) symposium. In addition to sharing up-
dates on NEHA initiatives and national trends 
in environmental health, I was asked to give the 
following presentation: What It Means to Be an 
Environmental Health Professional. 

When the request was initially received, 
I thought this was tantamount to posing a 
question such as, “What is the meaning of 
life?” or essentially, “What is the meaning of 
our lives?” We dedicate our lives to protect-
ing the health of our communities through 
education while fulfi lling our job responsibil-
ities. This question caused me to refl ect upon 
what I have learned while working for local 
environmental health agencies and while 
working with extraordinarily competent and 
compassionate environmental health profes-
sionals during the span of nearly 30 years. 
It became much more of a query about what 
being an environmental health professional 
means to each of us as we dedicate our lives 
to it every day. It would seem intuitive that 
this discussion would fi rst lead us toward the 
topics of credentials, certifi cations, and tech-
nical competencies. Although technical com-
petence is an absolute priority, I would like 
to share a few insights and lessons learned 
over the years from many of you, which I 
believe are important elements of being an 
environmental health professional and are 
not unique to our profession. Because we 

practice environmental health, each of the 
concepts mentioned below have greater sig-
nifi cance when connected with the technical 
elements of our jobs. 

Adaptability: If you take a moment to look 
back one, three, fi ve, or 10 years, you will 
easily identify several changes in your work 
environment—organizational chart, pro-
grams gained and lost, technology, resources, 
and political climate. Reaching success in our 
rapidly changing environment necessitates 
being ready, willing, and able to adapt. This 
also requires anticipating what is ahead. 

Collaboration: Identifying your partners 
or stakeholders and establishing lines of 
communication are helpful in achieving com-

mon environmental health goals. Partners or 
stakeholders may include industry groups, 
special interest groups, governing bodies, 
or other agencies. Joining with partners can 
be extremely benefi cial as it facilitates com-
munication between the parties, builds trust, 
and allows opportunities for the stakeholders 
to educate one another. Overall, the partners 
will have a vested interest in positive out-
comes for the protection and betterment of 
our communities. 

Commitment and Dedication: Because 
our fi eld is so vast and dynamic, it defi nitely 
requires an individual to be dedicated to con-
tinuing education, self-study, and often going 
the extra mile to provide excellent customer 
service. It may take the form of a project that 
needed extensive review or writing a public 
health message for the media that required 
perfection in order to avoid misinterpretation 
by consumers. Hopefully, your ongoing com-
mitment stems from the internal reward and 
satisfaction of knowing that you are working 
toward a goal of disease prevention and envi-
ronmental protection. 

Diplomacy: So often our jobs call for 
delivering messages that are unpopular. This 
is when our own competency and ability to 
relay public health information in a respect-
ful and compassionate manner to a member 
of the business community or the public is 
crucial. As educators, it is also important to 
explain the logic behind the requirement to 
assist them with understanding their role in 
protecting customers and the public. Taking 
the extra step to understand your customer 
and having compassion for their diffi cult 
predicament will be helpful to you and the 
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individual or company you are working with 
as it may assist with developing a workable 
strategy to resolve the problem. It is during 
these moments of working to protect pub-
lic health that you are not only representing 
your agency, but you are building trust and 
earning the respect of your public and work-
ing toward a successful outcome for all par-
ties. Another benefit in practicing diplomacy 
in the variety of circumstances that present 
themselves each day is that we are continu-
ally learning how to enhance our communi-
cation skills. 

Ethics, a set of moral principles: Whether 
or not we are credentialed individuals, our 
purpose is protecting the public’s health and 
it is so much easier to accomplish that if we 
have their trust. Every decision we make 
in environmental health has ramifications. 
Decisions that are straightforward, fit nicely 
between the lines of laws or policy, or are 
simply made for us tend to make our lives 
easy. The complex situations are those that 
challenge us to tap into both our competency 
and our character to make sound and ethical 
decisions that will pose minimal risk to the 
public’s health and our environment. Making 

decisions with integrity and honesty as all of 
the options and outcomes are weighed will 
never steer you wrong.

 Making every single decision knowing 
that our actions are an investment into our 
reputation as credible and trustworthy pro-
fessionals is also an investment into build-
ing the public’s trust—not only on your own 
behalf but on behalf of the organization you 
represent. Another point to remember is that 
you may not have control of some decisions 
that are made and you may very well disagree 
with decisions made. Managers are often 
faced with making difficult decisions and are 
often seeking creative solutions that will sat-
isfy the political circumstances at hand and 
at the same time will not be detrimental to 
public health. Throughout the process, it is 
important to maintain integrity in your own 
decision making without sacrificing quality 
or the public’s health.

Leadership: Regardless of the position you 
hold within your organization, you are an 
environmental health professional and leader 
within your community. Your community 
rightly expects you to use your expertise and 
leadership skills while you work to prevent 

disease and protect their well-being. You may 
be recognized while on your own personal 
time and a member of the community may 
seek your input. In the role you have estab-
lished as an educator, expert, and protector, 
your community depends on you. The same 
perceptions apply in an office environment. If 
you conduct yourself in a professional man-
ner, maintain your integrity, and treat others 
with their due respect, you will be viewed as 
a leader. 

Mentorship: Having a mentor is just as 
important as being a mentor. This can be 
someone you respect for their leadership skills 
in any profession. The optimum is to have 
mentors both within and outside of our pro-
fession. Your respected colleagues from other 
professions have plenty of life lessons and wis-
dom they are happy to share. Regardless of the 
number of years of experience you have in the 
field of practice, there is always someone to 
give back to—whether it is a student, a person 
looking for a career change into our profes-
sion, a member of the community, or a person 
new to your agency or company. 

Prioritization: Sometimes our priorities 
are determined for us and this can simplify 
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This question was posed to successful environmental health 
professionals from throughout the country with the caveat that 
their personal thoughts should be captured in one sentence. I 
wish to provide my gratitude to our colleagues who replied and 
hope you will appreciate their very thoughtful and profound 
responses. I encourage our new generations of environmental 
health professionals to garner insight from our key leaders.  

“Being an EHS provides an opportunity to execute a unique  
blend of public health–oriented scientific knowledge and 
technical competence and professionalism that results in a 
healthier population.”
Marcy A. Barnett, REHS, MEPP, Emergency Preparedness  
Liaison, California Department of Public Health, Center for 
Environmental Health

“Protecting the health of the community by managing environmental 
risk factors.”
Eric Bradley, MPH, REHS, CP-FS, Environmental Health Specialist, 
Scott County Health Department

“To me, environmental health is public health because we make 
sure people have clean air, food, and water; a safe place to live 
and work; and ways to properly dispose of waste.”
D. Gary Brown, DrPH, CIH, RS, DAAS, Professor, Eastern 
Kentucky University

“I see environmental health professionals as having a niche of 
practice in various fields of science that relate to the balance of 
human well-being with that of the environment. To contextually 
paraphrase Samuel Johnson, environmental health practitioners 
mitigate human and environmental injury, illness, and disease that 
‘generally begins that equality which death completes.’”
Brian Collins, MS, REHS, DAAS, Director of Environmental Health 
(ret.), NEHA Past President

“I believe environmental health professionals are truly the quiet 
professionals who go about their often thankless tasks protecting 
the public from disease and, in the end, saving lives.” 
Richard F. Collins, MSEH, RS/REHS, DAAS, Senior Environmental 
Health Scientist, Office for Environmental Health Emergencies,  
National Center for Environmental Health/Agency for Toxic 
Substances and Disease Registry, Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, NEHA Past President 

“It means that at the end of the day I can be proud of the work I 
do because I know that I help to make this world a healthier and 
safer place.”
Jim Dingman, MS, REHS, DLAAS, Lead Regulatory Engineer,  
Underwriters Laboratories, Inc., NEHA Past President

What Does Being an Environmental Health Professional Mean to You?

continued on page 8
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“To be an environmental health professional is to have the 
opportunity to both understand and practice a science and … 
serve people.”
Nelson Fabian, MS, Executive Director, NEHA

“As an environmental health professional, I have the privilege and 
great satisfaction of working in a field that is dedicated to making 
people’s lives healthier, safer, and more enjoyable.”
CAPT Michael E. Herring, REHS, MPH, USPHS, Senior 
Environmental Health Scientist/Training and Technical Assistance 
Team Leader, National Center for Environmental Health, Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention

“It means that every single day, my profession (environmental 
health) provides me with the challenging and fulfilling opportunity 
to protect people’s health and the environment upon which 
all life depends. It means that I am one small part of a larger 
constellation of professions collaborating to cause positive 
change in this world so that our children, and our children’s 
children, will have cleaner air, cleaner water, safer food, and a 
sustainable planet.” 
Scott E. Holmes, REHS, MS, Manager, Environmental Public 
Health Division, Lincoln-Lancaster County Health Department 

“To be an environmental health professional is awesome because 
it allows me the opportunity to teach, learn from, protect, and 
serve people on issues relating to their health, their cultures and 
customs, and the environments in which they live.”
Lois Maisel, RN, CP-FS, Environmental Health Specialist II,  
Fairfax County Health Department

“Dedication, service, pride, commitment, collaboration, and 
prevention are what being an environmental health professional 
means to me.”
Patrick J. Maloney, MPAH, RS, CHO, Chief of Environmental Health/
Assistant Director of Public Health, Brookline Health Department; 
Adjunct Professor, University Of Massachusetts–Lowell  

“An environmental health professional is someone intent on 
making the world a better place to live.”
John A. Marcello, REHS, CP-FS, Pacific Region Retail Food 
Specialist, Food and Drug Administration 

“Being a local, state, federal, or industry environmental health 
professional means that you are continually practicing/applying 
current public health and safety principles that protect and serve 
your community’s environmental, public health, and safety needs 
by utilizing and executing a comprehensive proactive plan of 
action rather than a typical verbiage-only response.”
George M. Nakamura, REHS, MPA, DAAS, FSSME 

“Being an environmental health professional means being able to 
take care of the health, safety, and well-being of all people every 
minute of the day … through the protection of life, the water, air, 
and land.”
Priscilla Oliver, PhD, Senior Life Scientist, U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency; Adjunct Professor, Morehouse School  
of Medicine

“Being an environmental [health] professional means being the 
unsung hero who saves the public from death and disease.” 
Dick Pantages, NEHA Past President

“A committed individual utilizing science and public health 
principles to protect people and the environment from illness, 
death, and disease.”
Eric Pessell, REHS, Environmental Health Director, Kent County 
Health Department

“It is dedication to the work of making life safer and healthier for 
people along with the joy of doing it.”
Vince Radke, MPH, RS, CP-FS, DAAS, CPH, Sanitarian, National 
Center for Environmental Health, Centers for Disease Control  
and Prevention

“The course of history is influenced by disease outbreaks and 
environmental disasters; therefore, environmental health and the 
expertise of environmental health professionals can shape the 
future by applying knowledge and tools that prevent diseases 
and relieve environmental stresses to protect our ecosystems 
and the public’s health.”
Welford C. Roberts, PhD, DAAS, RS/REHS, NEHA Past President

“Protecting people’s health and the environment through 
education, learning opportunities, and sharing information are 
what it means to me to be an environmental health professional.”
Zia Siddiqi, PhD, BCE, Director of Quality Systems, Orkin, Inc.

“Environmental health professionals act as educators, consultants, 
and enforcement officers, using specialized technical skills and 
knowledge, to ensure people are able to live, work, and play in 
safe, healthy environments.”
Sharon L. Smith, RS, West Central Region Supervisor, Drinking 
Water Protection, Minnesota Department of Health

“We in the environmental health profession come from many 
backgrounds and have an ethos and a desire to achieve common 
goals; we create healthy communities through our abilities to 
recognize and analyze environmental health problems, develop 
plans for improvement, and to take appropriate actions.”
John Steward, REHS, MPH, CAPT, USPHS (ret.), School of Public 
Health, Georgia State University

“Being an environmental health professional allows me to help 
people understand the links between (individual and public) health 
and our environment (homes, restaurants, the natural environment, 
etc.), and improve the condition of both those things.”
M.L. Tanner, HHS, Environmental Health Manager III, Bureau of 
Environmental Health Services, South Carolina Department of 
Health and Environmental Control

“To be an environmental health professional is to not only 
understand the environmental causes of illness and death, but also 
be able to explain them to nonenvironmental health professionals, 
and develop [and implement] interventions to minimize the health 
effects of those environmental causes of illness and death.”
Felix I. Zemel, MCP, MPH, REHS/RS, DAAS, Health Agent/
Administrator, Cohasset Board of Health

What Does Being an Environmental Health Professional Mean to You?

continued from page 7
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our lives or it can prove to be stressful. We 
have probably all now experienced firsthand 
what doing “more with less” means. It often 
translates into doing the job of more than 
one person and it doesn’t take long to realize 
that this is not sustainable for the long term. 
You may find yourself in a daily juggling act 
of sorts. Decreased staffing, squeezed bud-
gets, inherited programs, and politics can 
all have a role in our rapidly changing pri-
orities. Accomplishing the same goals with 
the same high quality standards and using 
the same timelines as before resources were 
reduced can lead to a compromised quality 
product, employee burnout, and low morale. 
It is likely your boss is experiencing similar 
demands and stressors. One bit of advice to 
address this ongoing challenge of managing 
priorities is to engage in open and frequent 

communication with management to assist 
with evaluating the competing demands for 
your time. 

Resourcefulness: Knowing when a situa-
tion has gone beyond your level of expertise 
and knowing who to call upon are equally 
important. Do your best to stay current in 
your areas of expertise through literature 
reviews, attending technical workshops, and 
staying connected with colleagues. Both your 
state association and NEHA fit perfectly into 
helping us to be resourceful. 

These are just a few thoughts that came 
to mind when the question of what it means 
to be an environmental health professional 
was asked. Endless approaches are available 
to address this question. We could lead the 
discussion toward several other valid path-
ways—how it means that we are educators, 

scientists, policy makers, and stewards. My 
approach for the CEHA presentation focused 
on the above concepts: adaptability, collabo-
ration, commitment and dedication, diplo-
macy, ethics, leadership, mentorship, priori-
tization, and resourcefulness. I truly hope my 
message was enlightening and empowering 
to the audience, as well as to you, the reader 
of this column. Please let me know if you 
have any comments about what being an 
environmental health professional means to 
you. This is a thought-provoking question 
that pertains to the essence of who we are as 
environmental health professionals. 

enriqueza@comcast.net

When you’re ready to apply 
principles of sustainability.
You are ready for American Public University.

With more than 90 degrees to choose from, there’s almost no end to what you can 
learn. Pursue a respected Environmental Science degree or certificate online — at 
a cost that’s 20% less than the average in-state rates at public universities.*

Visit StudyatAPU.com/jeh

*College Board: Trends in College Pricing, 2013.

We want you to make an informed decision about the university that’s right for you. For more about our graduation rates, the 
median debt of students who completed each program, and other important information, visit www.apus.edu/disclosure. 2014

ONLINE PROGRAMS
BEST    

BACHELOR’S

?May is Clean Air Month. 
North American Occupational Safety and Health Week is May 4–10, 2014.Did You Know?
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