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E D I T O R I A L

Time to treat the climate and nature crisis as one indivisible 

global health emergency

 Over200healthjournalscallontheUnitedNations,politicallead-

ers, and health professionals to recognise that climate change
and biodiversity loss are one indivisible crisis andmust be tack-
ledtogethertopreservehealthandavoidcatastrophe.Thisover-
all environmental crisis isnowso severeas tobeaglobalhealth
emergency.

Theworld is currently responding to the climate crisis and the
naturecrisisasiftheywereseparatechallenges.Thisisadangerous
mistake.The28thConferenceoftheParties(COP)onclimatechange
isabout tobeheld inDubaiwhile the16thCOPonbiodiversity is
duetobeheldinTurkeyin2024.Theresearchcommunitiesthatpro-

videtheevidenceforthetwoCOPsareunfortunatelylargelysepa-
rate,buttheywerebroughttogetherforaworkshopin2020when
theyconcludedthat:“Onlybyconsideringclimateandbiodiversityas
partsofthesamecomplexproblem…cansolutionsbedevelopedthat
avoidmaladaptationandmaximizethebeneficialoutcomes.”.1

Asthehealthworldhasrecognisedwiththedevelopmentofthe
concept of planetary health, the naturalworld ismade up of one
overallinterdependentsystem.Damagetoonesubsystemcancre-

atefeedbackthatdamagesanother—forexample,drought,wildfires,
floodsand theothereffectsof risingglobal temperaturesdestroy
plant life, and lead to soil erosion and so inhibit carbon storage,
whichmeansmoreglobalwarming.2Climatechangeissettoover-
takedeforestationandotherland-usechangeastheprimarydriver
ofnatureloss.3

Naturehasaremarkablepowertorestore.Forexample,defor-
ested land can revert to forest through natural regeneration, and
marine phytoplankton, which act as natural carbon stores, turn
overonebilliontonnesofphotosynthesisingbiomassevery8 days.4 

Indigenous landandseamanagementhasaparticularly important
roletoplayinregenerationandcontinuingcare.5

Restoring one subsystem can help another—for example, re-

plenishingsoilcouldhelpremovegreenhousegasesfromtheatmo-

sphereonavastscale.6Butactionsthatmaybenefitonesubsystem
canharmanother—for example, planting forestswithone typeof
tree can remove carbondioxide from the air but can damage the
biodiversitythatisfundamentaltohealthyecosystems.7

1  |  THE IMPAC TS ON HE ALTH

Humanhealthisdamageddirectlybyboththeclimatecrisis,asthe
journalshavedescribedinpreviouseditorials,8,9andbythenature
crisis.10 This indivisible planetary crisiswill havemajor effects on
healthasaresultofthedisruptionofsocialandeconomicsystems—
shortages of land, shelter, food, andwater, exacerbating poverty,
which in turnwill lead tomassmigrationandconflict.Rising tem-

peratures,extremeweatherevents,airpollution,andthespreadof
infectiousdiseasesaresomeofthemajorhealththreatsexacerbated
by climate change.11 “Without nature, we have nothing,” wasUN
Secretary-GeneralAntónioGuterres'sbluntsummaryatthebiodi-
versityCOP inMontreal last year.12 Even ifwe could keep global
warmingbelowan increaseof1.5°Coverpre-industrial levels,we
couldstillcausecatastrophicharmtohealthbydestroyingnature.

Accesstocleanwaterisfundamentaltohumanhealth,andyet
pollutionhasdamagedwaterquality,causingarise inwater-borne
diseases.13Contaminationofwateronlandcanalsohavefar-reach-

ingeffectsondistantecosystemswhenthatwaterrunsoffintothe
ocean.14Goodnutritionisunderpinnedbydiversityinthevarietyof
foods,buttherehasbeenastrikinglossofgeneticdiversityinthe
foodsystem.Globally,aboutafifthofpeoplerelyonwildspecies
forfoodandtheirlivelihoods.15Declinesinwildlifeareamajorchal-
lengeforthesepopulations,particularlyinlow-andmiddle-income
countries. Fish providemore than half of dietary protein inmany
African,SouthAsianandsmallislandnations,butoceanacidification
hasreducedthequalityandquantityofseafood.16

Changes in landusehave forced tensof thousandsof species
intoclosercontact, increasing theexchangeofpathogensandthe
emergenceofnewdiseasesandpandemics.17Peoplelosingcontact
with the natural environment and the declining biodiversity have
both been linked to increases in noncommunicable, autoimmune,
andinflammatorydiseasesandmetabolic,allergicandneuropsychi-
atricdisorders.10,18ForIndigenouspeople,caringforandconnecting
withnatureisespeciallyimportantfortheirhealth.19Naturehasalso
beenanimportantsourceofmedicines,andthusreduceddiversity
alsoconstrainsthediscoveryofnewmedicines.
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Communities are healthier if they have access to high-quality
green spaces that help filter air pollution, reduce air and ground
temperatures, and provide opportunities for physical activity.20 

Connectionwith nature reduces stress, loneliness and depression
whilepromotingsocialinteraction.21Thesebenefitsarethreatened
bythecontinuingriseinurbanisation.22

Finally, the health impacts of climate change and biodiversity
losswill be experienced unequally between andwithin countries,
with the most vulnerable communities often bearing the highest
burden.10 Linked to this, inequality is also arguably fuelling these
environmental crises. Environmental challenges and social/health
inequitiesarechallengesthatsharedriversandtherearepotential
co-benefitsofaddressingthem.10

2  |  A GLOBAL HE ALTH EMERGENCY

InDecember2022 thebiodiversityCOPagreedon theeffective
conservation and management of at least 30% percent of the
world's land, coastal areas, and oceans by 2030.23 Industrialised
countriesagreedtomobilise$30billionperyeartosupportdevel-
opingnationstodoso.23Theseagreementsechopromisesmade
atclimateCOPs.

YetmanycommitmentsmadeatCOPshavenotbeenmet.This
hasallowedecosystemstobepushedfurthertothebrink,greatly
increasingtheriskofarrivingat‘tippingpoints’,abruptbreakdowns
inthefunctioningofnature.2,24 If theseeventsweretooccur, the
impactsonhealthwouldbegloballycatastrophic.

This risk, combinedwith the severe impactsonhealthalready
occurring,meansthattheWorldHealthOrganizationshoulddeclare
theindivisibleclimateandnaturecrisisasaglobalhealthemergency.
The three pre-conditions forWHO to declare a situation to be a
PublicHealthEmergencyofInternationalConcern25arethatit: (1)
is serious, sudden, unusual or unexpected; (2) carries implications
forpublichealthbeyondtheaffectedState'snationalborder;and(3)
mayrequire immediate internationalaction.Climatechangewould
appeartofulfilallofthoseconditions.Whiletheacceleratingclimate
changeandlossofbiodiversityarenotsuddenorunexpected,they
arecertainlyseriousandunusual.HencewecallforWHOtomake
this declaration before or at the Seventy-seventh World Health
AssemblyinMay2024.

TacklingthisemergencyrequirestheCOPprocessestobehar-
monised.Asafirststep,therespectiveconventionsmustpushfor
betterintegrationofnationalclimateplanswithbiodiversityequiva-
lents.3Asthe2020workshopthatbroughtclimateandnaturescien-

tiststogetherconcluded,“Criticalleveragepointsincludeexploring
alternative visions of good quality of life, rethinking consumption
andwaste,shiftingvaluesrelatedtothehuman-naturerelationship,
reducinginequalities,andpromotingeducationandlearning.”1Allof
thesewouldbenefithealth.

Health professionalsmust be powerful advocates for both re-

storing biodiversity and tackling climate change for the good of
health.Political leadersmust recogniseboththeseverethreats to
healthfromtheplanetarycrisisaswellasthebenefitsthatcanflow
tohealthfromtacklingthecrisis.26Butfirst,wemustrecognisethis
crisisforwhatitis:aglobalhealthemergency.
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