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A Call to Combat Climate Change
The derivative health impact means that billions of people are at increased risk, particularly 
in poor nations By Peter Orris, MD, MPH

The World  Health Organization has called cli-
mate change the greatest public health threat of the 
21st century. The derivative health impact includes 
morbidity and mortality due to extreme weather, 
disruption of the food supply, increased respira-

tory and cardiovascular disease, spread of vector borne disease, 
scarcity of safe potable water, and direct heat stress. These are 
projected to disrupt civil society and the global economy at a 
cost of trillions of dollars. 

A few months ago, the White House reported that climate 
is already having some health impact in the United States, and 
that these changes will amplify some of the existing health 
threats the nation now faces. Certain people and communities 
are especially vulnerable to the health effects of climate change, 
including children, the elderly, those with chronic illnesses, the 
poor, and some communities of color. 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, represent-
ing an unprecedented scientific consensus, has concluded that 
the burning of fossil fuels by humans to generate energy is a 
principal driver of climate change. It has further assessed that 
much of the earth’s energy needs for the next 50 years can be 
filled by existing sustainable energy alternatives, but much 
investment is needed to develop others.

New estimates released in March 2014 by the World Health 
Organization report that in 2012 approximately 3.7 million 
people died globally as a result of outdoor air pollution, 
excluding the contribution of indoor fuel burning. This find-
ing more than doubles previous estimates and confirms that 

air pollution is now the world’s 
largest single toxic environmental 
health risk, trailing only its ulti-
mate effect—climate change—in 
its devastating impact. 

An editorial in The Lancet 
summarized the disease burden of 
generating electricity from coal as 
24.5 deaths, 225 serious illnesses, 
and 13,288 minor illnesses for 
every Terawatt-hour of electricity 
in Europe. Using these figures, 
the worldwide health toll from air 

pollution due to coal combustion alone may be 210,000 deaths, 
almost two million serious illnesses, and more than 151 million 
minor illnesses a year. 

The editors conclude that, “the lives and well-being of 
billions of people are at increased risk” from climate change, 
which disproportionately affects poor nations that lack the 
resources to adapt to increased health risks. At the most 
fundamental level, climate change will affect basic social 
determinants of health including lack of access to clean air and 
water, sufficient food production, and adequate employment in 
those countries already living at the edge of disaster. This lack 
of resilience to a changing disease picture in countries without 
substantial resources is reflected by their inability to respond 
to the recent Ebola Virus outbreak.

Making the Commitment
By addressing air pollution and transitioning to clean 
energy we can save lives and also money. For example, the 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has estimated that 
the implementation of air quality laws in the United States 
provided a ratio of health care cost savings to compliance costs 
of 25:1 in 2010. In other words, every dollar spent complying 
with the Clean Air Act produced $25 in savings from reduced 
health care costs. 

Therefore, as physicians, we need to commit reducing the 
unnecessary use of energy in our daily activities and to influence 
health care institutions within which we practice to do the same. 
In addition, we should join the British Medical Association (June 
2014) in urging our organizations and health care institutions to 
shift investments from fossil fuel energy to sustainable alterna-
tives. Health care professionals can and must work to influence 
others as well to leverage resources in a way that mitigates the 
adverse health consequences of fossil fuels.

Dr. Orris is professor and chief of service in occupational and 
environmental medicine at the University of Illinois Hospital and 
Health Sciences System. 
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