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he National Environmental Health
Association (NEHA) Board of Directors allocates time in the spring to
meet with senators and representatives on
Capitol Hill to educate, discuss, and present
information on environmental health issues.
The purpose is to garner support for environmental health. This year, due to the pandemic
and other events, the NEHA board will be
having virtual meetings for this purpose.
The board enters these meetings well prepared with talking points, specific items to be
addressed, and a designated amount of time to
share our message. Most of these meetings start
with explaining what environmental health
is. Many times, legislators think we are there
to talk about saving trees or polluted water. I
like to start with asking them if they had any
concerns about the water used in their morning coffee, or if they were concerned about
getting sick from the food they consumed if
they stopped somewhere for breakfast, or if
they had any concerns about mosquito-borne
illness. I follow this line of questions to illustrate that environmental health is at work to
ensure that the public is safe and do not have
to question these things. It makes legislators
realize the scope of environmental health. The
education we provide includes defining environmental health and highlighting the various
programs, job titles, and roles we play in keeping everyone safe on a daily basis.
As legislators are in session in our respective states, we need to diligently track bills
that could affect environmental health. From
a political perspective, legislators want to do
what is best for the population they represent, which could mean sources of income
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It is our
responsibility as
environmental
health professionals
to provide our
expertise in
legislative matters.
for businesses or families. They might not be
aware of the impact on environmental health.
To assist you, NEHA has policy and position
statements that are accessible on the NEHA
website to support environmental health
positions on various topics (www.neha.org/
policy-position-statements). These statements are routinely updated utilizing subject
matter experts and NEHA staff.
We need to remember that representatives
and senators work for us. With environmental health professions in the forefront for the
past year—putting pandemic protocols in
place, working with concurrent emergency
issues, and more recently assisting in coordinating vaccine efforts, all while maintaining
daily operations—it is an optimum time for
us to remind legislators of our duties that we
perform on a daily basis. Inform them of the
importance of environmental health and how
it affects all aspects of daily life for every resi-

dent. We need to educate and make legislators aware of the issues they are or will be discussing. Do we want to save an economy but
make people sick in the process? Some look
at bills only from a financial perspective and
the economic impact it will have on a community, not seeing or being unaware of the
environmental health impacts that certain
legislation could bring. Cottage foods, raw
milk, and home restaurants are examples of
legislation that if passed without input from
environmental health, could result in regulations (or a lack of regulation) that negatively
impact environmental and public health.
As practitioners of environmental health,
we need to not only take an interest in environmental legislation but also be stewards
of the profession and voice our input on the
issues raised. Contact your representatives
with science-based information on the legislation at hand. This outreach is an opportunity to educate them on what environmental
health is and how the legislation they are
proposing impacts environmental and public
health. When approached with sound, science-based information, presented in a clear
and logical manner, representatives are provided with information that is tracible and
credible. They are not being presented with
opinions that do not have merit; conversely,
they are being presented with fact-based
information to consider.
What many do not realize is that our
legislators are not experts in the areas in
which they champion legislation. They rely
on information provided by the person or
group who proposed the legislation. When
legislation is sent to various committees for

deliberation, committee members, many of
whom do not have expertise of the subject
matter presented in the legislation, hear the
information provided and weigh that information against the possible outcomes. It is
important, therefore, for us as environmental health professionals to be aware of the
committees and their members so that we
can present information that is valuable to
the decision-making process. Always keep
in mind that we are the experts, we are the
personnel that have experience with environmental health issues. In the end, once

and staff leadership will speak to senators and
representatives of the 117th U.S. Congress on
environmental health issues in a virtual format. Our goal is to educate and inform these
legislators and to keep environmental health
in the forefront. We undertake this endeavor
because of our dedication to the profession. I
encourage you to do the same with your state
and local legislators.

legislation goes into effect, we are the “boots
on the ground” who are impacted by the
outcomes, either positively or negatively.
While many are not comfortable with contacting legislators, a letter or email is simple
to write. Your message does not need to be
long but it should be supported with factbased information. Remember that every
voice counts and it is our responsibility as
environmental health professionals to provide our expertise in legislative matters.
NEHA Hill Day 2021 will take place on
April 22. On this day, NEHA board members
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