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The climate crisis is a health crisis
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A three-degree global temperature increase will give rise to a number of health challenges
and widespread mortality. To prevent this, radical changes in policy and society are
urgently needed.

Poor people in countries near the Equator will be affected first and most severely, and
serious damage will gradually become evident also in other climate zones (1). A report from
the World Bank presents estimates showing that climate change may force more than
100 million people into extreme poverty by 2030 (2). When global warming approaches 3 °C,
heat, drought, cyclones, sea level rise and floods will affect an increasing proportion of the
world’s population and cause great damage and many deaths.

For many years, medical journals have warned against the health consequences (3, 4).
Malnutrition, famine, diarrhoea and other infections are expected to spread. We can already
now see a clear increase in the number of heatwaves that may be lethal even to healthy
people who have no access to artificial means of cooling. Rising sea level will render large
areas uninhabitable, forcing millions to flee. This will increase the risk of conflicts and wars
causing further loss of life. Anxiety and depression associated with the destruction caused
by extreme weather have been described (2, 5).

The introduction to a recent report from the Norwegian Red Cross on the humanitarian
consequences of the climate crisis has the headline ‘Climate action today or unimaginable
suffering tomorrow’ (5). Unfortunately, the serious messages from researchers, medical
doctors and a unanimous environmental movement have not brought about political
action sufficient to make a difference. The climate situation calls for emergency measures.
The policies pursued by the Norwegian political leadership are on a collision course with
the requirements in the Paris Agreement (6) and help accelerate the serious health
consequences.

Fossil-based overconsumption of goods and services is a main cause of both the climate
crisis and the environmental crisis that are developing (7). The Nature journal writes:
‘Reducing carbon emissions means making painful choices: halting new investments in the
exploration and production of fossil fuels, and then closing down existing facilities’ (8). The
government should no longer ignore the warnings. A small, but important step would be to
act upon the call from a large group of Norwegian climate researchers, medical doctors and
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others (9): Norway must stop exploring for oil and gas.

In the United States, more than 70 organisations for health workers, including the American
Medical Association and many specialist associations, have recently launched a campaign
under the banner ‘Climate action for health’ (10). It calls on politicians to recognise that
climate change represents a health emergency and that the United States must follow up
the Paris agreement that includes implementing a rapid transition from coal, oil and gas to
renewable energy. In June this year, more than 1 000 medical doctors in the UK published
an appeal with similar demands, including calls for non-violent demonstrations to promote
this issue (11).

In Norway, the Norwegian Medical Association has adopted a resolution on climate,
environment and public health that emphasises the association’s international advocacy
role (12). If the association in addition would use its position as a health-policy advisor to
Norwegian authorities to take a clear stand and speak out on the serious health
consequences associated with Norway’s climate and petroleum policies, it might make a
major impact.

We who know what failure to take action on climate change will entail, have a greater
responsibility than others to take a leading role in fighting climate change. Joining with
youth and other committed groups, we as health workers should call for forceful climate
action. Much could be achieved if a growing number of people would emulate Greta
Thunberg: Tell the truth about the climate crisis and what needs to be done, call for
immediate policy change and let our deeds reflect our words.
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