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Public health is under attack during

this pandemic. And that should

frighten us all as a country. Our public

health departments are under assault

simply for doing their jobs.

Throughout the past two years of the

pandemic, public health department offi-

cials and department staff have been

physically threatened, intimidated, har-

assed, and politically scapegoated. These

baseless attacks on public health profes-

sionals have spanned red and blue

states, as well as urban and rural cities

and counties.

Compromising the role of public health

officials makes our nation less safe and

less secure. Public health departments

are unsung heroes and ultimate

defenders of our health: before there

is a COVID-19 test, before there is a

confirmed case, before there is an

emergency room visit, there is preven-

tion. This is the principal tenet of pub-

lic health. We must protect the role of

our public health departments. We

should be thanking them for their tire-

less work and heeding their advice, not

threatening their safety, their careers,

and their livelihoods.

Many of these attacks on public

health are surprisingly well organized.

Groups such as Freedom Angels, Sov-

ereign Nation, the Boogaloo Boys, and

Colorado Counties for Freedom have

coordinated strong pushback on public

health measures in communities and

have specifically targeted local health

officials by generating messaging that

includes personal attacks on integrity,

conducting in-person demonstrations

at the homes of public health officials,

taking out radio advertisements against

public health, and using other tactics to

pressure public health officials regard-

ing unpopular health orders and mitiga-

tion efforts.

The threat level to local health officials

and staff has been so high during the

pandemic that the National Association

of County and City Health Officials

(NACCHO) was quickly compelled to act.

NACCHO worked to bring attention to

the issue nationally by engaging with the

Network for Public Health Law to look at

what state protections exist for public

health officials from a statutory stand-

point. According to the resulting report,

Legal Protections for Public Health Officials,

35 states and the District of Columbia

have “criminal statutes punishing individ-

uals who impede public health officials’

duties with such behavior.” Roughly

15 states “either do not have a statute

protecting government officials in these

circumstances or do not have one pro-

tecting public health officials.”1

NACCHO also sent a letter to Attor-

ney General Merrick Garland strongly

requesting protections for public health

officials and the departments that serve

them. The letter outlined some of the

most egregious examples of how local

health officials have endured everything

from targeted efforts to diminish and

cast doubt on their expertise, training,

and experience to attempted murder.

In addition, the letter noted that

threats and acts of violence against

our public health workforce in their

professional capacity have profound

impacts on these individuals and their

families. Some have had to move to

driving unmarked cars or adding

at-home security cameras, others have

had to rely on police escorts and

round-the-clock security, while others

changed their children’s behavior wor-

ried about if they will be targeted

instead.2

The ultimate impact of violence against

public health departments has been a

mass exodus of this critical workforce.

Hundreds of local health officials have

lost their jobs while trying to protect and

defend the health of their community

during their on-the-ground response

to the COVID-19 pandemic. Significant

numbers of health officials have stepped

down, making tough choices to leave

long-term positions and careers to

protect themselves and their loved

ones rather than continue to endure

actual or perceived threats and relent-

less pressure.

The field of public health is losing

leadership and irreplaceable experi-

ence during a public health emer-

gency of staggering proportions. The

compounding effect of this strain has

taken a historical toll on our public

health leadership. In a study of depar-

tures by The New York Times, more
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than 500 public health department

officials were documented as having

left their role since the start of the

pandemic.3 These are only counts of

individuals in the highest leadership

role in their health department. There

has not been as close tracking yet of

other health department leadership

and staff departures; however, it is

believed that the pandemic has

taken a similar toll on the whole of

the health department workforce.

These leadership losses arrive on the

heels of more than a decade-long

disinvestment in public health that

resulted in a prepandemic 20%

reduction in the local health depart-

ment workforce and a less than sta-

ble infrastructure.4 These cracks in

the foundation of our public health

infrastructure have only deepened

during the pandemic.

Recovering from these losses to the

field of public health will remain chal-

lenging. The more contentious serving

in governmental public health becomes,

the more difficult it is to recruit replace-

ments. Even though schools of public

health have been experiencing record

enrollments, many graduates have not

turned toward health departments to

establish their career paths. NACCHO

has been the leading organization to

promote passage of public health loan

repayment legislation geared toward

drawing more of these graduates into

public health by requiring a commit-

ment to work at a health department

for three years in return for loan

forgiveness.5

We often describe out nation’s nearly

3000 health departments as being on

the front line of the front line of response,

doing all they can to prevent people from

needing a hospital or emergency room.

Their role began immediately at the start

of the pandemic. Local health

departments have been testing patients,

managing case investigations and contact

tracing for their communities, managing

extraordinary amounts of data, providing

wrap-around services for those isolating

or quarantining, hosting community-

based mass testing and vaccination sites,

communicating with the public and the

media, and regularly convening local

partners including business, education,

early child care, emergency medical

services, police, fire, hospital systems,

and providers.

We forget that local health depart-

ment officials and their staffs are also

real people experiencing this pandemic

personally like the rest of us. They have

performed their jobs with the utmost

professionalism, dedication, and strength

while navigating the same personal chal-

lenges faced by others in their commu-

nity, such as child-care issues or the

economic impact of laid-off family mem-

bers. The importance of the role of local

health departments in communities

across the country will never lessen

even as the total number of professio-

nals committed to this work declines.

We have some rebuilding of resil-

ience to do within our health depart-

ments. NACCHO worked with the Cen-

ters for Disease Control and Prevention

on a recent survey of the field on the

mental health effects of the pandemic.

Much has been said about the impact

of the pandemic on emergency care

and hospital workers, but not enough

has been said about the impact on our

public health workforce. More than

50% of the survey respondents—and

there were approximately 27000

responses to this survey—demon-

strated clinical signs of depression,

mental illness, posttraumatic stress

syndrome, or suicidal ideation. This is

tragic, and we must continue to call on

our federal health agencies to commit

specific investments to take care of our

own, including provision of mental

health services and other forms of

assistance to our health departments

to help them recover and rebound

from this time of personal and profes-

sional crisis.

Our safety and health demand that

public health officials make recommen-

dations based on science and free

from intimidation. They need our sup-

port. We must act now to protect public

health. NACCHO is a key partner in the

Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of

Public Health's We Stand with Public

Health effort that is working to bring

attention to actions necessary to sup-

port public health. This effort has

included launching the We Stand with

Public Health Call to Action Web site,

which asks supporters to sign a com-

mitment to stop workplace violence in

public health. The campaign focuses on

stopping the harassment of public

health professionals by (1) reporting

threats and violence against public

health and working to hold accountable

those who make take these actions; (2)

asking Congress to require state and

local monitoring and reporting of

threats and harassment against public

health workers for performing their

official duties, including threats related

to race, religion, sexual orientation, or

gender; and (3) using existing statutes,

and supporting new laws, to protect

public health professionals.6

Let us all stand behind health officials

and the staffs that serve their depart-

ments. Let them know that we see

them, we trust in them, and we stand

with them. Let them know that we will

fight to restore trust in them and the

field they have chosen to serve so

nobly. And, above all, let us thank them

for their continued strength and their

unwavering service to our country.
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POSTPUBLICATION UPDATE

September 14, 2022:When originally published, the launch of the We Stand with Public Health initiative was incor-

rectly attributed to the National Association of County and City Health Officials (NACCHO). The Johns Hopkins Bloom-

berg School of Public Health established and is leading the website and the call to action to support public health;

NACCHO is a key contributing partner. An erratum has since been issued, and this PDF has been updated to include

the change.

e4 Post PublicationUpdate

POST PUBLICATION UPDATE
A
JP
H

Pu
b
lis
h
ed

on
lin

e
ah

ea
d
of

p
ri
nt

xx
xx

xx
,2

02
2



<<
	/CompressObjects /Off
	/ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
	/CreateJobTicket false
	/PDFX1aCheck false
	/ColorImageMinResolution 300
	/GrayImageResolution 300
	/DoThumbnails false
	/ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
	/GrayImageFilter /FlateEncode
	/EmbedAllFonts true
	/CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
	/MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
	/ImageMemory 1048576
	/LockDistillerParams true
	/AllowPSXObjects false
	/DownsampleMonoImages false
	/PassThroughJPEGImages true
	/ColorSettingsFile (Color Management Off)
	/AutoRotatePages /None
	/Optimize false
	/MonoImageDepth -1
	/ParseDSCComments true
	/AntiAliasGrayImages false
	/GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
	/JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
		/TileHeight 256
		/Quality 30
		/TileWidth 256
	>>
	/ConvertImagesToIndexed true
	/MaxSubsetPct 100
	/Binding /Left
	/PreserveDICMYKValues true
	/GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
	/MonoImageMinResolution 1000
	/sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
	/AntiAliasColorImages false
	/GrayImageDepth 8
	/OtherNamespaces [
		<<
			/IncludeSlug false
			/CropImagesToFrames true
			/IncludeNonPrinting false
			/OmitPlacedBitmaps false
			/AsReaderSpreads false
			/Namespace [
				(Adobe)
				(InDesign)
				(4.0)
			]
			/FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
			/OmitPlacedEPS false
			/OmitPlacedPDF false
			/SimulateOverprint /Legacy
			/IncludeGuidesGrids false
			/ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
		>>
		<<
			/IncludeProfiles false
			/AddBleedMarks false
			/IncludeLayers false
			/ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
			/FormElements false
			/FlattenerPreset <<
				/PresetSelector /MediumResolution
			>>
			/IncludeInteractive false
			/AddColorBars false
			/DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
			/MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
			/UseDocumentBleed false
			/AddCropMarks false
			/PreserveEditing true
			/PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
			/DestinationProfileName ()
			/UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
			/GenerateStructure false
			/AddRegMarks false
			/Namespace [
				(Adobe)
				(CreativeSuite)
				(2.0)
			]
			/Downsample16BitImages true
			/IncludeHyperlinks false
			/IncludeBookmarks false
			/AddPageInfo false
			/UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
		>>
	]
	/PreserveFlatness true
	/CompressPages true
	/GrayImageMinResolution 300
	/CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
	/PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
		0.0
		0.0
		0.0
		0.0
	]
	/AutoFilterGrayImages false
	/EncodeColorImages true
	/AlwaysEmbed [
		true
	]
	/EndPage -1
	/DownsampleColorImages false
	/ASCII85EncodePages false
	/PreserveEPSInfo true
	/PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
		0.0
		0.0
		0.0
		0.0
	]
	/CompatibilityLevel 1.3
	/MonoImageResolution 1200
	/NeverEmbed [
		true
	]
	/CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
	/AutoPositionEPSFiles true
	/PreserveOPIComments false
	/JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
		/TileHeight 256
		/Quality 30
		/TileWidth 256
	>>
	/PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
	/JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
		/TileHeight 256
		/Quality 30
		/TileWidth 256
	>>
	/EmbedJobOptions true
	/MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
	/DetectBlends true
	/EncodeGrayImages true
	/ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
	/EmitDSCWarnings true
	/Namespace [
		(Adobe)
		(Common)
		(1.0)
	]
	/AutoFilterColorImages false
	/DownsampleGrayImages false
	/GrayImageDict <<
		/HSamples [
			1.0
			1.0
			1.0
			1.0
		]
		/QFactor 0.15
		/VSamples [
			1.0
			1.0
			1.0
			1.0
		]
	>>
	/AntiAliasMonoImages false
	/GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
	/GrayACSImageDict <<
		/HSamples [
			1.0
			1.0
			1.0
			1.0
		]
		/QFactor 0.15
		/VSamples [
			1.0
			1.0
			1.0
			1.0
		]
	>>
	/ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
	/ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
	/ColorImageResolution 300
	/PDFXRegistryName ()
	/MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
	/CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
	/ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
	/JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
		/TileHeight 256
		/Quality 30
		/TileWidth 256
	>>
	/ColorImageDepth 8
	/DetectCurves 0.0
	/PDFXTrapped /False
	/ColorImageFilter /FlateEncode
	/TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
	/PDFX3Check false
	/ParseICCProfilesInComments true
	/ColorACSImageDict <<
		/HSamples [
			1.0
			1.0
			1.0
			1.0
		]
		/QFactor 0.15
		/VSamples [
			1.0
			1.0
			1.0
			1.0
		]
	>>
	/DSCReportingLevel 0
	/PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
	/PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
	/AllowTransparency false
	/PreserveCopyPage false
	/UsePrologue false
	/StartPage 1
	/MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.5
	/GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.5
	/CheckCompliance [
		/None
	]
	/CreateJDFFile false
	/PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
	/EmbedOpenType false
	/OPM 1
	/PreserveOverprintSettings true
	/UCRandBGInfo /Remove
	/ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.5
	/MonoImageDict <<
		/K -1
	>>
	/GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
	/Description <<
		/ENU (DJS standard print-production joboptions; for use with Adobe Distiller v7.x; djs rev. 1.0)
		/PTB <>
		/FRA <>
		/KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
		/NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
		/NOR <>
		/DEU <>
		/SVE <>
		/DAN <>
		/ITA <>
		/JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
		/SUO <>
		/CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
		/ESP <>
		/CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
	>>
	/CropMonoImages true
	/DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
	/PreserveHalftoneInfo false
	/ColorImageDict <<
		/HSamples [
			1.0
			1.0
			1.0
			1.0
		]
		/QFactor 0.15
		/VSamples [
			1.0
			1.0
			1.0
			1.0
		]
	>>
	/CropGrayImages true
	/PDFXOutputCondition ()
	/SubsetFonts false
	/EncodeMonoImages true
	/CropColorImages true
	/PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
>>
setdistillerparams
<<
	/PageSize [
		792.0
		1224.0
	]
	/HWResolution [
		2400
		2400
	]
>>
setpagedevice




