A Call for Leadership Solidarity

As former state and local public health directors we are concerned about the current climate and
challenges affecting our public health leaders. Around the country, more than two dozen state and local
health officials have recently left their positions after facing personal attacks and threats for their
actions to control the COVID-19 pandemic. We urge public and private leaders everywhere to speak out
in support of evidence-based approaches to infectious disease control and support the work of public
health professionals to control this pandemic.

Public health officials frequently make recommendations and decisions that impact people’s lives and
livelihoods. Public health officials are also given powers to act, make and enforce regulations in
emergency situations. These actions often prompt discussion and controversy that are an important
part of our democracy. However, it is important that the words and actions of a vocal minority do not
have undue influence on actions that are appropriate, needed and widely-supported.

COVID-19 is the public health emergency of our time. It has caused substantial disruption, suffering,
death and inequity across our nation. Restrictive public health interventions have been implemented to
avoid rates of severe infection that would overwhelm our health care system, and to avoid widespread
illness and fear that could undermine our economy and society to a much greater extent than we have
seen so far.

These interventions have been effective. Analyses show they have led to reductions in COVID cases
across our communities. These actions are also clearly understood and appreciated by the general
public. A recent survey of public attitudes among adults in New York City and Los Angeles and broadly
across the United States found widespread support of stay-at-home orders and nonessential business
closures and high degree of adherence to COVID-19 mitigation guidelines. Most respondents reported
that they would feel unsafe if restrictions were lifted too soon.

It is time to support public health officials who are facing unprecedented adversity in their efforts to
protect our communities, the same way we are supporting medical care workers who are treating those
who areill. Now is the time that we need leadership to help our society through a period of adversity
that many of us have never known. Many political leaders have already stepped up to support and
protect the professionals they have hired and entrusted to protect the public’s health. These actions are
the foundation of good and effective government. Leaders across our society, in our professions,
businesses, associations, faith communities and philanthropies should find ways to show their solidarity.
Our public health leaders need your support as they make some of the most difficult decisions in their
careers.

Former State/Territorial Health Officials:
Joel L Nitzkin MD, MPH, MPA, DPA (Louisiana)
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