Presentation for S.T.O.P Conference – Sunday, July 27, 2003

· Trust for America's Health is a national non-profit organization whose mission is to protect the health and safety of all communities from current and emerging health threats by strengthening the fundamentals of our public health defenses.

· Our priorities are:

1. Disease Prevention
2. Health Protection
3. Healthy and Knowledgeable Communities
· Although we are an organization based in Washington, DC, we are completely aware of the importance of our organization living “outside the beltway” where community health actually happens.

· And because of this a considerable amount of time is spent reaching out to grassroots communities in order to establish advocacy partnerships aimed at improving the health of communities and at reducing health disparities.

Today, I’ve been asked to speak to you about “Making Change: The Power of Community Activism in the Public Health System.”

Now before we begin discussing “The Power of Community Activism…,” let me take a minute to talk a little bit about the “command, Making Change.”  Now for our purposes, let us define “change” as becoming different in a better way.  

Now here’s where most folks get it wrong…  We usually look at change as only being the anticipated or end result.  However, if we really look at it, change  begins with the action or behavior that leads to the anticipated results.  For example, if you want more money in your bank account, then you will have to change your behavior and/or actions – spend less, save more – in order to have more money in your bank account.  If you want more productivity in the workplace, you may have to change the actions of the employees – time sheets, no chocolate breaks, and a bathroom at every desk – in order to achieve the anticipated result of more productivity in the work place.

Let’s take it one step further – 

If food safety falls under our public health system, and public health is simply assuring conditions in which people can be healthy and we find that folks are getting sick and some are even dying from “bad” food, then wouldn’t you agree that something is wrong with the system, and maybe the system needs to be changed?  

Now, so often, we fear or shy away from change.  And I think we do this because we don’t KNOW what is essential to change.

1. First, in order to move to a better place, we must first know where we are.  People are becoming sick because of some of the food that is being eaten.  Food safety falls under our public health system.  Our current system is not doing all that can and should be done to ensure that conditions are such that all people can be healthy.  In other words, the system is in need of repair. 
2. Second, we must realize that we are important and also our health is important.
3. Third, understand that you and everyone else have the right to eat food that is safe and free from disease or disease-causing agents.
4. And finally, you must know it is the right and responsibility of everyone in this country to be healthy and remain healthy.
Over the past 2 years, I’ve been working with community groups around the country that are daily faced with the ills of chronic diseases such as asthma, diabetes, cancer, Alzheimer’s and Multiple Sclerosis to name a few.

As you may know, a chronic disease is one that is rarely cured completely and the cause is not known.

Many years ago, deadly typhoid and cholera once plagued our nation, but are now a thing of the past thanks to the development and implementation of improved public health measures. 

In like manner, with the development and implementation of a nationwide system dedicated to tracking chronic disease, where it occurs and the environmental, behavioral and genetic implications, these and other chronic diseases would also be a thing of the past.

In order to win the battle of chronic disease, communities all around the country are forming to improve public health by becoming “agents of change,” public health advocates.

These groups are learning the power of their voice in policy-making, and relish the opportunity for the fight!

Some examples of the Power of Community Activism in Public Health include:

1. Group in Fallon, NV, Families In Search of Truth (FIST) who have organized around the childhood leukemia cluster where 16 children have been diagnosed, 3 of which have already died, has obtained their incorporation and is nearing a victory in having water fountains in schools turned off and bottled water brought in because there is an excessive amount of tungsten in the water.

2. CAP’s (the group in Anniston, AL) advocacy has paid off.  $3.2 million was awarded to have a health study conducted there.  This organization also worked with ATSDR staff members to develop the RFP that was posted in a recent Federal Registry.

3. Another organization, Micah’s Mission (Winterville, GA), a ministry to improve childhood and adolescent health, and has received confirmation from a program director at CDC and one from ATSDR to serve as scientific advisors for the organization.  This group has gotten “buy-in” from the governor in support of nationwide health tracking of chronic diseases.  

4. A group in Wellington, OH, organized around a multiple sclerosis cluster.  There are 26 confirmed cases of MS in 4,500 residents.  This group has advocated for a prevalence study, which was completed earlier this year.  They are now advocating for continued research into the Wellington cluster.

5. The Sarcoidosis Awareness Network in Prince George’s County Maryland is currently involved in its “Save One Sister Save A Generation Campaign,” where they are educating their targeted audience of African-American women between the age of 20 and 40 years of age about this debilitating lung disease.  In addition, this organization has been successful in having the DC Department of Public Health add sarcoidosis to the list of chronic diseases that they will begin tracking.

These are still only some of the success stories that we have seen over the past few months, but each one credits the importance and Power of Community Activism in the Public Health System.

Sir Joseph Rotblat, Nobel Laureate in Physics (1995) stated:  “I promise to work for a better world, where science and technology are used in socially responsible ways.  I will not use my education to harm human beings or the environment.  Throughout my career I will consider the ethical implications of my work before I take action.  While the demands placed upon me may be great…I recognize that individual responsibility is the first step on the path to peace.”  

And this, my friends is the answer!  It is our individual responsibility to be the “active” arm that ensures that public health does what it was created to do, protect the health of all people.

With you as an agent of change, our public health system will:

· improve the ability of the fragmented food safety system to permanently prevent the entry of food-borne illnesses such as Mad Cow;

· develop and implement a strong national strategy for battling what has evolved into expanding health threats;

· not divide the responsibilities for food safety problems among several agencies that operate independently with different regulatory approaches;

· foster a nationwide concerted effort to share information between federal, state, and local levels so that each state impacted by a disease outbreak would not be responsible for dealing with the disease in its own way.

I encourage your activism…it is not only your right, but it’s also your responsibility!

