NACCHO

National Association of County & City Health Officials

The National Connection for Local Public Health

October 18, 2021

The Honorable Merrick Garland
Office of the Attorney General
Washington, DC 20530

Dear Attorney General Garland:

The National Association of County and City Health Officials (NACCHO), on behalf local health
departments across the country, would like to thank you for your attention to the increased threats and
harassment being levied at individuals working to protect their communities during the pandemic. Local
health department officials and staff know the risks all too well, with documented harassment, threats,
and violence impacting governmental health department staff across the country since the pandemic
began. Therefore, we strongly request that you include the protection of public health department
officials and staff in your directive to federal authorities to meet with local, state, Tribal, and territorial
law enforcement to address the increased risk in harassment, intimidation, and threats of violence
against school-related personnel.

Our nation’s nearly 3,000 local health departments have been and continue to lead on the front lines of
the 2019 novel coronavirus pandemic response, which has raged for over a year and a half. They provide
vaccinations, testing, and contact tracing services. They monitor the health of those who may have been
exposed to COVID-19 and support them to self-isolate. They use data derived from case investigations to
identify trends and hot spots that inform local policies and actions related to the primary transmission
routes in their communities. They employ relevant public health authorities around mask usage, indoor
occupancy, and vaccinations. On top of this, they are working to keep their community members
informed and answer their questions, especially considering the mis- and dis-information that has
spread and divided communities.

Local health department staff live within the communities they serve and are very attune to the needs
and opportunities in their area. Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, local health leaders have had to
make difficult choices about the health and safety of their communities, deliberating over decisions on
masking, vaccinations, school and business openings and closings, as well as ensuring the quarantine or
isolation of individuals who test positive for the virus. They do so despite extreme stress and strain,
harassment, and increased politicization.

While the pandemic has brought greater appreciation by many to the importance of public health and
the people who work in the field, too many health department leaders and their staff have experienced
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threats to their jobs, their safety, and their family members. These threats have come from community
members, organized (and armed) anti-government militias, and politicians.* As one of our members, Dr.

Jennifer McKenney stated in her testimony before Congress on September 29, 2021: “Even though the

virus is the enemy, their anger and frustration are often directed toward public health officials like me.”
2

These threats have taken a toll: at least 300 public health department leaders have left their posts since
the pandemic began, impacting 20% of Americans. > *° In many cases, they have been verbally abused
and physically threatened.® Their personal information has been shared,’ their families targeted,® ° and
their offices attacked.® They have been politically scapegoated by some elected officials and either fired
or forced to leave their positions for standing up for the health of their communities.*! Of note, many of
these threats have included misogynistic and racist undertones, further violating these officials.*?

While threats to lower-level employees are harder to track, a recent study of the public health
workforce by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention this past spring found that about 26% of
respondents experienced stigma or discrimination because of work, 24% felt bullied, threatened, or
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harassed because of work, and 12% received job-related threats because of work.'* Health department
staff experiencing these types of threats and harassment were nearly twice as likely as their peers to
have experienced post-traumatic stress disorder symptoms.**

These threats and acts of violence against government workers 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 worried about if they will be targeted
instead.'” 1 While these incidents have occurred over the course of the pandemic, they have been
particularly acute around school-related public health directives. For example, in August, Kent County,
Michigan’s health director was almost run off the road by an angry individual.?® Another received death
threats.?

The violence and threats faced by health department staff also directly impact care for their
communities. Community meetings and hearings have been postponed or cancelled for safety reasons,
delaying needed public health action and further fueling the anti-public health efforts of these groups.
Many leaders have stopped attending meetings or events in person due to the security threat.?! But the
impact goes beyond just the COVID-19 response. These health official departures come at a time when
they are hardest to backfill, leaving leadership gaps in communities across the country. They take with
them institutional knowledge that we will not have as we continue to fight the pandemic or face the
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next crisis. Moreover, the threats and violence keep new top talent from working in governmental
public health, which makes it difficult to recruit, retain, and grow the leaders of tomorrow.

While law enforcement has stepped up to protect health department staff in some instances,?? far too
often very little is done to stop or prosecute these actions.?? They need help. Your announced efforts to
improve the protection of school-related personnel is desperately needed for our nation’s public health
staff, as well. Therefore, we respectfully request that you include the protection of public health
department leaders and staff in your October 4, 2021, directive to meet with and open dedicated lines
of communication between federal, state, Tribal, territorial, and local law enforcement “to improve
threat reporting, assessment and response by law enforcement.”

Thank you for your attention to these critical issues that have had a major impact on local public health
and the COVID-19 response. NACCHO and public health professionals stand ready to work with you to
protect and support public health department leaders and staff as they work to keep us all safe.

Sincerely,

oD fpwen_

Lori Tremmel Freeman, MBA
Chief Executive Officer

CC: President Joseph Biden
Secretary Xavier Becerra
Secretary Alejandro Mayorkas
Director Rochelle Walensky
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