
PL 1
LIVING WITHIN LIMITS – A REMEDY FOR CLIMATE CHANGE, BIODIVERSITY

LOSS, POLLUTION AND HEALTH?



| BACKGROUND

The triple planetary crisis, three interconnected crises ‒ climate change, biodiversity loss, and pollution ‒ are putting global
well-being at risk. Climate crisis has been identified as the biggest health threat of the 21st century, with the potential to
reverse years of improvements in global health. It is also undermining opportunities to reduce poverty and improve the
quality of lives globally.

The most recent Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)[1] report warns of a “code red for humanity” and
estimates that our planet will hit the critical increase of 1.5°C within the next 20 years, with irrevocable impacts. In
September 2021, ahead of the COP26 climate conference in Glasgow, 233 health journals simultaneously called on
governments to take urgent action to tackle the “catastrophic harm to health” from climate change.[2] But negotiations at
the COP26 failed to reach global agreements on reducing emissions by half and raising the climate finance needed to keep
below the 1.5°C threshold.

The UN predicts that currently we are on route to reach a 2.5°C warming by 2100,[3]  but a recent article by McKay et al[4] 
paints a yet more alarming picture. Their updated analysis suggests that even if we stay within the Paris Agreement’s range
of limiting global warming to 1.5°C we are not safe. The article argues that current global warming of 1.1°C already lies
within the lower end of five climate tipping points and further warming, which may be within the Paris Agreement’s range,
could trigger multiple climate tipping points. Going beyond these planetary boundaries could ‘tip’ the Earth system over the
stable environmental state with severe consequences that could be catastrophic to human welfare.[5]

The adverse impact of changing environmental conditions is already felt through the scale and/or the reproduction of many
water-, air-, food-, and vector-borne pathogens. Climate crisis has also caused more frequent and extreme whether events
across every corner of the planet, and pollution has negatively impacted water and security, contributing to human
morbidity and mortality and to the disruption of health service delivery1.  Crudely put, addressing, and acting at the nexus
of climate change, biodiversity loss, and pollution would reduce the risk of current and new health threats, create a more
promising and healthy future for coming generations and assure that the most vulnerable groups are not left behind.

The next decade is therefore crucial; we must cut global greenhouse gas emissions by half to avoid catastrophic impacts to
human societies and the natural systems upon which we depend. The main driving force of greenhouse gas emissions, along
with other forms of air pollution, is the burning of fossil fuels (coal, oil, and natural gas) mainly for electricity and
transportation.[6] The energy sector in itself is responsible for almost three-quarters of the emissions that pushed global
average temperatures 1.1 °C higher since the pre-industrial age.[7]  Yet, at the same time 750 million people — 10% of the
global population — still lack access to reliable electricity. Over 2 billion people still primarily depend on biomass fuels for
their energy needs, and consequentially suffer adverse health effects from indoor air pollution.[8]

It is evident that addressing the triple interconnected crises and its implication for health requires swift actions and a
systemic change, as well as innovative solutions from all levels of society. Adaptation and mitigation, need to work this
simultaneously. Please go to Haines and Frumkin for further reading.[9]

While acknowledgement of the health–environment nexus is growing, and political leaders have signaled an interest in
shifting global activities toward integrated and inter-disciplinary approaches, action has been slow to follow[10]. The
potentially long timeframes and the complexity, both the problems and the solutions, can prevent political actors to engage
with intersectoral action, especially when intersectoral action also means challenging commercial interests.[11] But we
cannot wait, we must act now to avoid catastrophic impacts. Our challenge is to ensure that everyone has an opportunity to
thrive while respecting the limits of the Earth’s resources.

Assuming that climate change, biodiversity loss and pollution and their impact on health are discussed during the opening
session, during Plenary 1 we propose the introduction of Kate Raworth’s Doughnut of social and planetary boundaries. The
model is proposed as a framework to guide the conference as a whole and the session’s discussions, and to call for actions
for future sustainability for human and planetary health with a focus on more regenerative and distributive policies.

The Doughnut model[12] is built on Johan Rockström‘s nine planetary boundaries[13] and “consists of two concentric rings:
a social foundation, to ensure that no one is left falling short on life’s essentials, and an ecological ceiling, to ensure that
humanity does not collectively overshoot the planetary boundaries that protect Earth's life-supporting systems. Between
these two sets of boundaries lies a doughnut-shaped space that is both ecologically safe and socially just: a space in which
humanity can thrive.”[14]

At PMAC 2023, the essence of the Doughnut lies in a strong foundation of human health and well-being that no one
should fall below, and an ecological ceiling of planetary pressure that we should not go beyond.



Moving into the Doughnut’s safe and just space is ‘the challenge of our century’, and the session will reflect on this by
considering the approaches proposed by the Doughnut Economics. The starting point of the Doughnut Economics is to move
from considering a continuous GDP growth as the measure of progress and focus instead on collective wellbeing and thriving
within our planet’s limits.

This approach does not propose specific policies and/or actions, rather it promotes a way of thinking and encourages to
consider approaches that can disrupt and turn the current divisive economies into more distributive ones. Simultaneously
the model “recognizes that economies, societies, and the rest of the living world, are complex, interdependent systems that
are best understood through the lens of systems thinking.”[15]

Health initiatives are also carried out against a backdrop of a political landscape, where decisions are often made outside of
the global health system, but they impact and often undermine efforts of global health initiatives.  Countering this requires
improved global governance, but also the acknowledgement and the identification of the specific policy environments and
the power dynamics in which we operate.[16],8

The relationship between health, climate change, environment and biodiversity are complex, and there is an urgent need to
understand these complexities to create ways and policies of mitigation and adaption to their direct and indirect relations.
There are salient opportunities for maximizing health co-benefits by addressing interlinkages and common grounds of social
and planetary dimensions for future human- and planet sustainability, creating multi-level conversations and actions to
accelerate progress towards the 2030 Agenda.
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| OBJECTIVES

1. To spur awareness and increase political motivation to planetary stewardship by addressing the Triple Planetary Crisis
(climate change, biodiversity loss and pollution) through the lens of human health.

2. To stimulate intersectoral and interdisciplinary collaboration and build coalition among health, environment, and climate
change actors. The need for coherent global governance.

3. To improve knowledge on the nexus and embrace an active role in the knowledge-to-action (KTA) sphere. Identify
common strategies and synergies for tackling the triple crisis and their impact on health.

Proposed Discussion Questions/Topics:

What are the tipping points? How can humanity move into the Doughnut’s safe and just space (building a strong social
foundation, including human health and wellbeing while respecting ecological ceiling of planetary pressure)? What are the
opportunities to stimulate paradigm shifts needed for improved human and planetary health? What are innovative
solutions/measures to bridge climate/environment and health professionals in order to tip the scale in climate/environmental
policy? What are successful examples of multi-stakeholder or public private sector partnerships to tackle and scale up
climate resilient health systems?
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