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Environmental Health 
Is a Hidden Treasure

 PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE

A s I stated in my last column, environ-
mental health is a hidden treasure 
that provides a world of opportunity 

to improve all aspects of life. In my opinion, 
one of the greatest challenges is the lack of 
knowledge by the public of our profession, so 
please help me spread the word about environ-
mental health. Unfortunately, many environ-
mental health professionals do not want to be 
in the media because it is not generally good 
news—but we need to change that dynamic.

From Horton Hears a Who! by Dr. Seuss, 
“On the fi fteenth of May, in the jungle of 
Nool, in the heat of the day, in the cool of the 
pool, he was splashing … enjoying the jun-
gle’s great joys … when Horton the elephant 
heard a small noise.” Environmental health 
professionals need to sing out loud like the 
Whos, lose our fear, toot our horn, and shout 
to all, and not just to those in our sphere.

Environmental health is public health, a fact 
lost on the general public, many politicians, 
and fellow scientists. As Dr. David Dyjack, ex-
ecutive director of the National Environmen-
tal Health Association (NEHA), states, “Envi-
ronmental health is a contact sport.” As such, 
contact will be necessary to get our message 
out. When people think of how public health 
improves their lives, what comes to mind is 
what environmental health ensures—clean air, 
food, and water along with a safe and healthy 
place to live, work, and play.

The early history of public health’s greatest 
successes came from environmental health, 
including improvements in the quality of 
drinking water, wastewater treatment, proper 
disposal of waste, reduction of vectors, and 
food safety. Environmental health measures 

such as the improvement of a community’s 
drinking water and wastewater assist an en-
tire community, lowering the prevalence of 
disease. Environmental health provides the 
biggest return on investment; health edu-
cation is a slower process since it involves 
changes on an individual level.

The following information from the Ameri-
can Public Health Association’s (APHA) web-
site (www.apha.org/about-apha/our-history) 
demonstrates how public health was spear-
headed by environmental health professionals:
• In 1895, APHA published the Standard

Methods for the Examination of Water and
Sewage.

• In 1900, Dr. Walter Reed reported at the
APHA annual meeting that mosquitoes
carry yellow fever.

• In 1905, APHA published the Standard
Methods for the Examination of Milk.
Environmental health’s success at improv-

ing housing conditions, sanitation, water 
quality, and food safety, as well as reduc-
ing vectorborne disease and pollution, has 
helped shift the burden of disease in this 
country from infectious disease to chronic 
disease. This change, due to the overall im-
provement in living conditions, shifted the 
focus of public health from disease preven-

tion to the promotion of overall health, which 
led to many forgetting about the importance 
of environmental health. During tragic events 
such as the Flint water crisis, Zika outbreaks, 
food recalls, and the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the importance of environmental health be-
comes apparent.

The COVID-19 pandemic showed that 
while humans have reduced infectious dis-
eases, we are far from eliminating them. 
The pandemic demonstrated the values of 
our profession and we need to seize on this 
opportunity. Environmental health profes-
sionals utilized their scientifi c expertise and 
problem solving and communication skills to 
lessen the impact of COVID-19. As Winston 
Churchill worked to help form the United 
Nations after World War II, he famously said, 
“Never let a good crisis go to waste.”

Environmental health is the heart of pub-
lic health—we can perform the jobs public 
health or environmental science graduates do, 
but many public health or environmental sci-
ence graduates cannot practice environmen-
tal health. I have observed numerous public 
health graduates who do not have enough 
coursework in the basic sciences and math-
ematics, especially since many public health 
programs evolved from community health or 
health behavior majors. In my experience, 
most environmental science programs lack 
the health aspect, so environmental health is 
the gold standard of public health education.

Many of us learned about this wonderful 
fi eld by a serendipitous event. Since many of 
us love science, which drew us to environ-
mental health, we are interested in the facts. 
I joke with my students if they are doing in-
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dustrial hygiene monitoring for hexavalent 
chromium, they care only about what is the 
exposure. Even if hexavalent chromium had 
feelings, it would be irrelevant for environ-
mental health; however, for others in public 
health, communication is their whole focus.

An additional challenge for environmen-
tal health is there are more jobs than quali-
fi ed people. Therefore, many environmental 
health professionals do not realize the need to 
spread the word. In the past year NEHA has 
seen a 5% increase in membership but with 
your help, we can improve. Another focus 
I have is to get a larger number of younger 
people not only into the profession but also 
more actively involved in NEHA. If there are 
not enough qualifi ed graduates from National 
Environmental Health Science and Protection 
Accreditation Council-accredited schools, 
others will take our jobs.

To spread the word about our wonderful 
fi eld at Eastern Kentucky University, Dr. Ja-
son Marion and I created a course titled Hu-
man Impact of the Essentials of Life, Air, and 
Water. If we called it Environmental Health, 
Air Pollution, and Water Pollution, we would 
not have had the success in drawing students 
from various majors. Even if the students do 
not become environmental health majors, 
they all learned the impact environmen-

tal health has on their lives, which helps to 
spread the message.

In an e� ort to let people know environ-
mental health is public health, I have started 
to refer to environmental health as environ-
mental public health so people are reminded 
every time they see my email or talk with me. 
As our name has evolved from sanitarian to 
environmental health professional, NEHA’s 
marketing of our profession is evolving. En-
vironmental health is a mile wide and an inch 
deep, causing challenges to defi ne it in a con-
densed fashion.

If we wait for others to spread the word, 
it will not happen. An example of how envi-
ronmental health is overlooked is the NERD 
(Novel Emerging Respiratory Disease) Acad-
emy from the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC), which did not include an 
environmental health module. The CDC Nerd 
Academy (www.cdc.gov/scienceambassador/
nerdacademy/index.html) o� ers an innova-
tive curriculum that includes eight standards-
based modules designed to teach middle and 
high school students about public health, 
epidemiology, and related careers. NEHA has 
discussed the development of a tool kit for ed-
ucators to assist environmental health profes-
sionals get environmental health on the cur-
riculum at middle and high schools.

NEHA has started several marketing endeav-
ors including the development of new mission 
and vison statements along with a new logo. 
The rebranding involves more than a new 
look—changes will include improvements to 
the website to increase the ease of use, greater 
utilization of social media, and other initia-
tives. I will work with NEHA members and 
sta�  to increase the visibility of our profession 
and to educate the public and the numerous 
professionals we work alongside that environ-
mental health is public health.

From How the Grinch Stole Christmas by Dr. 
Seuss: “‘That’s a noise,’ grinned the Grinch, 
‘that I simply must hear!’ He paused, and the 
Grinch put a hand to his ear. And he did hear 
a sound rising over the snow. It started in low, 
then it started to grow. But this sound wasn’t 
sad! Why, this sound sounded glad! Every Who 
down in Whoville, the tall and the small, was 
singing without any presents at all!” I am ask-
ing you to assist by becoming like the Whos—
shouting from the roof tops words people must 
hear far and near, by talking to people outside 
our sphere, especially the younger ones, about 
this wonderful, magical career. 

gary.brown@eku.edu

The NEHA Board of Directors recently approved an updated policy statement 
on the adoption of the Food and Drug Administration model Food Code. NEHA 
recommends complete adoption and implementation of the most recent version 
of the Food Code to promote the most current knowledge on food safety. Access 
the policy at www.neha.org/policy-statements. 

Did You 
Know?

CP-FS/CCFS

Join the growing ranks of professionals who 
have attained NEHA’s most in-demand cre-
dentials in food safety. Whether your focus 
is retail food service or food manufacturing 
and processing, NEHA’s Certifi ed Profes-
sional—Food Safety (CP-FS) and Certifi ed in 

Comprehensive Food Safety (CCFS) credentials demonstrate 
you went the extra mile to get specialized knowledge and train-
ing in food safety. Give yourself the edge that is quickly being 
recognized, required, and rewarded in the food industry. 

Learn more at neha.org/professional-development/credentials.

A credential today can improve all your tomorrows.
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