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When climate change
affects human health

Zoonotic diseases,
heatwaves and
wildfires already
posing healthrisks
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The climate crisis is often treated
as an environmental problem, but
the planetary heating could also
have severe repercussions on hu-
man health.

Lastmonth, the World Health Or-
ganisation (WHO), inits Special Re-
port on Climate Change and
Health, warned that the world
must limit warming to 1.5 deg C
above pre-industrial levels to avert
catastrophic health impacts and
prevent millions of climate
change-related deaths.

From zoonotic diseases to devas-
tating wildfires and heatwaves, hu-
man health is already being
harmed by temperature increases
and the destruction of the natural
world.

Climate action aligned with the
Paris Agreement — which aims to
limit global warming to under 2
deg C, preferably 1.5 deg C, above
pre-industrial levels - would di-
rectly save millions of lives and im-
prove many more.

While climate change and health
have traditionally been seen as two
separate issues, drawing connec-
tions between the two is crucial.

When temperatures rise above
the 1.5 deg C threshold recom-
mended by climate scientists, the
risks to health increase.

According to the Lancet Count-
down on health and climate
change - an international collabo-
ration dedicated to monitoring the
evolving health profile of climate
change - the changing environ-
mental conditions are also increas-
ing the suitability for the transmis-
sion of many water-borne, air-
borne, food-borne and vector-
borne pathogens in many places.

Climate change can threaten

MEDICAL
TRANSPORT
)

A recent report found that in Singapore, about 9 per cent of the healthcare climate footprint comes from emissions from
facilities such as hospitals and healthcare-owned vehicles. ST PHOTO: KUA CHEE SIONG

years of progress taken on public
health and sustainable develop-
ment.

Singapore is not immune to the
health threats of climate change.

For example, Singapore was blan-
keted in haze arising from forest
firesin the region in June 2013, caus-
ing air quality here to hit hazardous
levels. In that period, there wasa 30
per cent increase in patients with
asthma admitted to hospitals,

The link between air pollution
and health was further illustrated
in a 2016 study by Harvard and Co-
lumbia universities, which showed
that the South-east Asian haze
might have caused approximately
100,000 premature deaths - with
2,000reportedin Singapore,

Climate change has also been as-
sociated with an increase in inci-
dence and severity of allergies, in-
cluding asthma and allergic rhini-
tis, and could impact mental health
aswell.

As the world braces itself for the
impacts of climate change, “eco-
anxious” individuals are gripped
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by anxiety. In a global survey of
10,000 young people by University
of Bath - a research university in
Britain - close to 60 per cent said
they have felt worried about cli-
mate change, and 45 per cent re-
ported that this worry negatively
affected their daily lives.

The harmful impacts of environ-
mental crises — such as extreme
weather events - fall dispropor-
tionately on countries and commu-
nities that have contributed least
to the problem, noted the editors
of over 200 medical journals in-
cluding The British Medical Jour-
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nal and New England Journal of
Medicine.

In September this year, they si-
multaneously published editorials
calling for emergency action to
tackle climate change.

“Equity must be at the centre of
the global response,” the editors
noted, stating that countries have
toaccount for their cumulative his-
torical contributions and contrib-
ute their fair share to the global ef-
fort, with wealthier countries cut-
ting emissions more quickly.

At a societal level, equity should
also be at the heart of climate ac-
tion to ensure that protection
against impacts of climate change
isalso considered for all, especially
the mostvulnerable.

For example, individuals who
work outdeors, communities with-
outaccess to resources like air-con-
ditioners, elderly folk with rela-
tively weaker physical functioning
or individuals with chronic ill-
nesses are also more vulnerable to
climate stressors like heat stress.

Ina 2020 reporton heat vulnera-
bility, a local research consortium
called Cooling Singapore found
that physical exposure to heat
varies significantly over different
parts of Singapore and over the
course of the day.

Those living in areas with less
green spaces could feel the heat
more keenly than in other parts of
the island, as do households with
less funds for air-conditioners and
workerswho spend long hours out-
doors.

The healthcare sector also con-
tributes to climate change, said Ms
Pats Qliva, acommunications cam-
paigner from the South-east Asia
office of Health Care without
Harm - an international non-
profit group that works to reduce
healthcare’s environmental foot-
print - in an interview with Third
Spacing podcast.

She explained that healthcare is
dependent on fossil fuel consump-
tion, and 71 per cent of carbon emis-
sions is from the healthcare supply
chain such as production, trans-
port, and disposal of goods and ser-
vices,

A recently released Global
Roadmap for Healthcare Decar-
bonisation produced by the non-
profit group together with Arup,
an independent design firm,
showed that Singapore is one of
the top emitters alongside Aus-
tralia, Canada, Switzerland and the
United States.

Immediate and aggressive action
must be implemented to cut emis-
sions, the report found, if the
global healthcare sector was to
avoid having its emissions triple by
2050.

Ms Oliva said there are many
ways to do this, including eliminat-
ing non-essential plastics, imple-
menting sterilisation techniques
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instead of disposables, transition-
ing to a clean renewable energy
source, and increasing natural ven-
tilation through windows.

The report found that in Singa-
pore,about 9 per cent of the health-
care climate footprint comes from
emissions from facilities like hospi-
tals and healthcare-owned vehi-
cles, while 91 per cent of emissions
arises from energy used in cooling
andheating and the healthcare sup-
plychain.

As for actions that Singapore’s
healthcare sector can take, the re-
port recommended investments in
net-zero emissions buildings and
infrastructure, and powering
healthcare facilities with electric-
ity generated by renewable
sources, such as solar panels.

In the climate crisis, healthcare
workers will be at the front line just
like they have been during the
Covid-19 pandemic.

Beyond administering care,
health professionals have a trusted
position in society, Ms Oliva said.
“We need to bank on that advan-
tage in order to really realise a fully
engaged healthcare sector in the
climate action fight,” she added.

Research on the intersection of
health and climate change can
help us focus our efforts.

Dr Warwick Anderson, a profes-
sor of history of medicine at the
University of Sydney, said discus-
sions on the effects of climate
change on human health pose an
“ethical demand” on people to take
climate action. He said in a pod-
cast: “It has a direct impact on the
health of our patients, our neigh-
bours and our communities. That
makes the climate change message
more personal andurgent.”

Ms Victoria Haldane, co-presi-
dent and co-founder of Emerging
Leaders for Environmental Sus-
tainability in Healthcare, said: “We
need healthy people on a healthy
planet. And we need to promote
the health of the planet while we
are providing high-quality, safe
and effective healthcare, because
you can’t have one without the
other.”

While the world is making
strides on climate targets, current
targets are not nearly enough to
limit temperature rise to 1.5 deg C.

The global response to Covid-19
has shown that world leaders have
the capacity to re-think the status
quo, act urgently, and impose nec-
essary yet costly measures to safe-
guard public health.

It’s time that we react to the plan-
etary emergency in the same way.

Withall eyes on decision-makers
at the ongoing COP26 climate con-
ference in Glasgow, we can only
hope that more urgent action is
spurred. Every degree averted is a
health disaster avoided.
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