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What if?  A New Year’s Public Health Reverie
As the New Year dawns, my thoughts are irresistibly drawn to what might be.  What if knowledge were power?  What if what we know became what we do?  Preoccupied by such reflections, I indulge myself in a reverie.  Here’s what I would do if I were the philosopher-king of public health in 2012.

I would eradicate tobacco use.  This pernicious scourge has taken years from life and life from years for far too long already.   Those currently addicted to tobacco would need authorization from a physician to get it, and would at the same time receive every assistance modern science can offer to help them quit.  But the substance, and any marketing of it, would be banned for all others.  No young person should ever again be seduced into this toxic boondoggle.


I would make everyone a nutrition expert by putting an objective, evidence-based, at-a-glance measure of overall nutritional quality on display everywhere people and food come together, and thus close every loophole to marketing distortions.  Then, I would attach to this metric a system of financial incentives so that the more nutritious the food, the less it costs.  The incentives would not constitute a new cost, but rather an opportunity for savings.  They would be paid by the entities that currently pay the costs of disease care- insurance companies, large employers, and the federal government. Incentivizing healthful choices could save us a lot of money.  Everyone can win.


I would make physical activity a readily accessible and routine part of everyone’s day.  This can be done in schools with programming that embraces the time-honored adage: sound mind, sound body.  This can be done in a way that honors personal preference for different kinds of exercise.  In my kingdom, every school would have such programming. 

So would every worksite.  And every church.  And little by little, we would do the requisite hard work on the built environment throughout the kingdom so that every neighborhood and town was designed to take physical activity off the road less traveled, and put it on a path of lesser resistance.  This would cost money in the short term, but save both money and lives over time.  Until this job were done universally, we would provide those in acute need access to the oases of health promotion that already exist.

Every school would teach children, and their parents, the skills required to identify and choose more nutritious food.  Every cafeteria would be designed to encourage, without forcing, better choices.  School food standards would be unimpeachable- and a slice of pizza would not qualify as a serving of vegetables.

Businesses would adopt schools (as they now adopt highways) to provide the resources required for state-of-the-art health promotion programming, and so that parents and children could get to health together.  


Guidance to nutritious restaurant meals wherever they are available would be at the fingertips of all, in the service of loving food that loves us back.  In my kingdom, we would not mortgage our health for the sake of dining pleasure- nor vice versa!

Robust economic modeling would be conducted to guide biomedical research so that it translated most efficiently into measureable and meaningful improvements in the human condition.  In my kingdom, such data would drown out diatribe, epidemiology would trump ideology, and we would prioritize the practices subtended by the best data, not propagated by the loudest shouting or dictated by the deepest pocket.

Every clinician would be trained to be expert in lifestyle counseling, and serve as an effective agent of health-promoting behavior change.

We would construct a comprehensive sandbag exchange so that every one of us, no matter what we do or where we do it, could contribute to the levee.  And as sandbags accumulate, we would gather evidence to know just how much needs to be done to turn the toxic tide of chronic disease.  We would devise the tools needed to disseminate effective strategies, while honoring the need for local control and customization.

We would shift subsidies, and marketing, from foods with the longest shelf lives- to foods that extend the shelf lives of the people eating them!  We would pursue our health in conjunction with efforts to preserve the health of the planet. We would do what it takes to find ourselves eating food, not too much, mostly plants.

We would do this, and more, until the 80% of all chronic disease we know we can eliminate were actually eliminated.  Until forces that conspire against years of live, and life in years, were banished.  Until eight times in ten, the phone did not ring with bad news; the ambulance did not need to be called; the anguished visit to the ICU or CCU did not need to happen.  And then, we would figure out what we could do about the remaining two!
The best way to predict the future is to create it. From Plato to Dr. Seuss, we have been invited to consider what the world could be like if the right people ran the zoo.  
And so I ponder the power of the possible as the New Year dawns- and invite you to join me.  We don’t need a philosopher king to change the world; just a small (or preferably large!) group of thoughtful and committed citizens.  That could be us.  This could be the year.  
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