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Nature is connection to country Connection to country 



What this talk will cover

• Health impacts of climate change

• Health benefits associated with strategies to reduce emissions

• Actions being taken by the health and medical professions and the health 
sector to tackle climate change 





Climate change poses serious 
threats to the health of people in 
Australia and globally.



Scientific evidence – and 
warnings

The 2015 Lancet Commission on Health and Climate 
Change: climate change is a global health emergency 
and an opportunity to improve public health. 

Efforts to cut carbon pollution frequently yields a double 
dividend: minimising long-term climate risks and 
reducing the impacts of fossil fuels on human health 
today. 

Watts et al., ‘Health and climate change: policy responses to protect 
public health’ Lancet 386: 1861–1914, 2015



“the health of human civilization and the 

state of the natural systems on which it 

depends”

Planetary health 





How does climate change affect human  health?



Extreme 

weather events

Extreme weather events such as floods, storms, bushfires and heatwaves are causing illness, 

death and post-traumatic stress and placing increasing pressure on health services and 

infrastructure. 

Air pollution 

and 

aeroallergens

Air pollutants from burning fossil fuels such as ozone and particulate matter cause respiratory and 

cardiac illnesses. Increases temperatures lengthen the pollen season, and worsen air pollution, 

aggravating respiratory conditions.

Infectious 

diseases

A warmer climate and changing rainfall patterns is increasing the range and prevalence of food, 

water borne diseases and illnesses from pathogens and vector-borne diseases such as dengue 

fever. 

Occupational 

health impacts

Hotter temperatures are putting outdoor and manual labourers at increased risk of heat- related 

illnesses, work accidents and death. 

Mental illness 

and stress

Environmental change and severe weather events, cause social and economic impacts and increase 

mental illness and stress.

Food and water 

insecurity

Changes in prevailing weather patterns threaten the security and quality of water sources and 

agricultural productivity, risking food and water security.

Vulnerable 

populations

People with pre-existing medical conditions, older people, young, disabled, socioeconomically 

disadvantaged and Indigenous Australians are particularly vulnerable to climate impacts. 

Current impacts of climate change on health in 

Australia 



Heatwave deaths increased 
worldwide by 2300 
percent from 1991-2000 and 
2001-2010

Heatwaves in Australia kill more 
people than all other natural 
disasters combined.

Productivity losses from heat 
stress in Australia amount to $7 
billion p.a.

https://library.wmo.int/pmb_ged/wmo_1103_en.pdf


Air pollution in Australia

Vehicle emissions in Australia cost $3.3 
billion each year. 

Coal fired power in Australia is estimated 
to cost $2.6 billion per annum in health 
damages – but this is VERY old data (2009) 
and is likely to be MUCH higher.

Image of Morwell in the Latrobe Valley in 

Victoria during a coal mine fire which 

burned for 45 days



Climate change and mental health research





Climate action is good for health

International research and policy 
evidence makes it clear that greenhouse 
gas mitigation across a range of sectors 
can result in considerable improvements 
in public health & good for mental 
health.



Reducing 
emissions 
offers many 
pathways to 
benefit our 
health







Paris Agreement is a 
health agreement

“We see the Paris 
Agreement as a fundamental 
public health agreement, 
potentially the most 
important public health 
agreement of the century.”

Dr. Diarmid Campbell-Lendrum, WHO Team 

Lead on Climate Change and Health.

https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement


Words by Hugh Goldring and art by Nicole Marie Burton of Ad Astra Comix, CC BY-SA

https://adastracomix.com/2020/04/04/take-care-covid-19-and-community-response/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


Australia is a laggard on climate and health

• Global Survey on Climate Change and 
Health Policy led by CAHA for the World 
Federation of Public Health Associations 
(WFPHA) 

• First-ever global benchmarking survey 
of national climate and health policy

• Evaluated how nations are responding 
to the health impacts of climate change 

• Showed Australia lags behind other 
industrialised nations in protecting its 
citizens from the major health risks 
associated with global warming



Climate inaction is causing preventable deaths

Australia’s failure 
to develop policy 
to reduce national 
emissions is 
costing lives, 
according to the 
Medical Journal 
of Australia and 
Lancet 
Countdown.



“We basically have three choices: mitigation, adaptation and suffering. 
We're going to have to do some of each. 

The question is what the mix is going to be. 

The more mitigation we do, the less adaptation will be required and 
the less suffering there will be.”

John Holdren (science advisor to President Barack Obama) 



Working with experts and 
stakeholders to guide policy on 
climate change and health

Parliament House Canberra 2017



• to support policy responses to recognise, 

manage, and respond to the health risks of 

climate change and promote health through 

climate change action

• meet Australia’s commitments under the Paris 
Agreement

• framework against which to demonstrate 

progress against the Lancet Countdown 

Indicators 

https://www.caha.org.au/national-strategy-climate-health-

wellbeing

A high-level framework to guide 

government policy and decision-making

https://www.caha.org.au/national-strategy-climate-health-wellbeing


Framework: Seven Areas of Policy Action

Informing policy in:

• Victoria

• Tasmania

• Western 

Australia 

• Queensland 











Health is the most effective frame 
when communicating about climate 
change

• In a US study (Myer, et al, 2012) of public 
responses to messages about climate 
change, a focus on public health was 
most consistent with support for climate 
change mitigation and adaptation

• Maibach et al (2010) found information 
about the potential health benefits of 
climate policy actions was particularly 
compelling



I have never thought 

there is direct influence 

between climate 

change and health 

– but after reading 

those statements (from 

WHO), we need to stop 

and think. 

The public do not link health and climate change 

Hotter Summers

Environmental Damage

The Rising Cost of 

Energy

Extreme Weather

People are unlikely to spontaneously think of health when 

asked about the impact of climate change

Climate 

Change







#buildbackbetter

for a healthy, 
green, fair future 
for all





WHO Manifesto for a healthy recovery from 
COVID-19

Prescriptions for a healthy and green recovery from COVID-19

1. Protect and preserve the source of human health: Nature

2. Invest in essential services, from water and sanitation to clean 
energy in healthcare facilities

3. Ensure a quick healthy energy transition

4. Promote healthy, sustainable food systems

5. Build healthy, liveable cities

6. Stop using taxpayers money to fund pollution



“We all have a choice. We can create 
transformational action that will 

safeguard the living conditions for 

future generations. 

“Or we can continue with our 
business as usual and fail.

“That is up to you and me.”

Swedish climate activist Greta Thunberg



Key messages

• The foundations of human health and wellbeing are 
collapsing on our watch

• Tackling climate change is the biggest priority for public 
health

• We need to take action immediately 

• There are many solutions available 

• Climate change should be the no.1 national public health 
priority in the National Preventive Health Strategy and the 
National Health Priority Areas

• We can, and we must, act, through advocacy, policy, 
research, and  communications


