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The future of environmental public health as a field is more critical and complicated than ever. Environmental public health practitioners are facing enormous responsibilities and challenges. New issues such as preparedness, the connection between health and the way our communities are designed and built, and most recently the climate crisis are emerging where environmental public health practitioners play an essential role. However, despite these increasing roles and responsibilities, there is a perceived limited recognition and resources for environmental public health in support of these protective services. 

Strong policies, a major component of the ten essential public health services, at the national, state and local level, are necessary to ensure 1) the environmental public health workforce is robust and ready to serve, and 2) that the public is protected from harmful environmental factors. 

Environmental public health policy development is similarly complicated and critical. 

At the national level, several organizations play a key role in educating national policy makers about important policies that should be supported. These organizations are considered “champions” or “promoters” of environmental public health policy. 

Environmental public health policy support, or lack of support, ebbs and flows, from year to year, depending on the political climate, capacity of advocacy organizations, and emerging needs. For example, there are years when an environmental public health issue is relatively high on the national agenda, as is occurring this year with climate change [it is important to note, however, because an issue is high on the national agenda and gets policy support, does necessarily mean this results in increased support for environmental public health services and programs]. For the most part, however, environmental and public health issues are low on the national policy agenda.  

Regardless, consistent championing of environmental public health policy must occur: championing requires resources, commitment and leadership. One organization where environmental public health advocacy and policy, primarily at the national level, occurs is the American Public Health Association (APHA). 

Expectations and perception among key stakeholders - those who benefit from, those engaged in, and those influenced by - about national environmental public health policy and advocacy and the role of organizations, such as APHA, exist. A clearer understanding of the nature of national policy development, and its influences and the roles and efforts of those organizations engaged in national environmental public health advocacy, will help to foster a more collective and collaborative approach to environmental public health policy development, and to educating national policy makers. 

This project, using the systems thinking approach, first takes an inside look and analysis at environmental public health advocacy and policy within the APHA. It then takes a similar look at other organizations, in the DC area, that are engaged in national level environmental public health advocacy and policy. 

This project is ongoing, and not yet completed, however, preliminary results lead to the following conclusions and next steps.  

Regardless of the political climate or topical issues of the day, consistent championing of environmental public health policy is important and needs to occur. Championing national environmental public health policy takes time, commitment and resources. Several organizations advocate for environmental public health policy but no one organization takes the lead or coordinates these efforts. Many organizations are limited in their ability due to competing organizational priorities or capacity. APHA plays a key role in environmental public health policy – at one time APHA managed an environmental health coalition. There is a need for an environmental public health coalition in the DC area. The management and support of such a coalition requires resources and commitment and an organization that is well positioned to lead the coalition. Through this project, and as next steps and intended results, champions of environmental public health will be identified, and a plan for better coordination and collective, advocacy will be developed and implemented.  

