
www.sduhealth.org.uk

Disruption: a route to better 
health and care
David Pencheon, Exeter University, UK, and 
formerly NHS England / Public Health England
Sustainable Development Unit

RACP Annual Congress, Sydney, Monday 14th May, 2018



www.sduhealth.org.uk



www.sduhealth.org.uk



www.sduhealth.org.uk



www.sduhealth.org.uk

Slow motion emergencies dramatically 
increase the frequency, severity and duration
of extreme / dangerous weather events
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“Health and care services that meet 
the needs of the present…
…without compromising the ability of 
others, in future or elsewhere now, to 
meet their own needs”
‐ Adapted from the Brundtland Commission



www.sduhealth.org.uk



200 years of health professionals taking 
disruptive, political action
2. Cholera: Broad 

Street Pump, 
1854

3. Smoking and 
tobacco, 
1962

1. Slavery 
Abolition 
Bill, 1833

4. Nuclear 
proliferation

5. Alcohol 6. Obesity 7.  HIV/AIDS



These are not just
scientific and technical issues ‐

they are communication, 
engagement and political issues…





1946 ‐1953



“Planetary health is […part of our 
core business…] because the 
health of our patients is at risk”









IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change) 

• AR5 (Fifth Assessment ) Report.
– Working Group 1 (WG1) Sept 2013: The Physical Science Basis
– Working Group 2 (WG2) March 31st 2014. “Impacts, adaptation, and 

vulnerability to climate change.” [CHAPTER 11 = Human health]
– Working Group 3 (WG3) April 2014. Mitigation of Climate Change
– IPCC Synthesis Report, November 2014.



Global warming threat to health
Published at 12:01AM, Saturday, March 29 2014 
More than 60 leading physicians and medical scientists call for 
an urgent response to climate change 

“Sir, On Monday the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) publishes its latest report on the current and 
projected impact of global warming and climate change. The 
report will add substantially to the existing evidence that climate 
change represents, as The Lancet put it, ‘the greatest threat to 
human health in the 21st century’.  Never before have we 
known so much and done so little. Failing to act decisively 
and quickly will inevitably cause great suffering and have 
potentially catastrophic consequences...”



…makes it the duty of the Secretary of State to ensure that 
the net UK carbon account for all six Kyoto greenhouse gases 
for the year 2050 is at least 80% lower than the 1990 
baseline, toward avoiding dangerous climate change.
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£ $ ?



Global disruption in the 
causes of planetary health

• powering the world 
• caring for the world
• feeding the world
• moving the world 
• buying/selling around the world
• building the world
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The future is already 
happening – it’s just 

unevenly distributed.



Within  6 hours, 
the deserts of 

the world 
receive more 

energy than the 
world’s human 

population  
uses in a year.



Photovoltaic 
(PV) Cells or 
Reflecting 
Mirrors for 
Concentrated 
Solar Power 
(CSP), 
provide 
important 
shade for crop 
growing in hot 
countries.





The world map reflecting production related to climate change. “Climate 
Change presents the biggest threat to health in the 21st Century” The Lancet (373;9697 pp 1659‐1734, May 16‐22 
2009).

Who produces the greenhouse gases?



Who bears the burden?

The world map reflecting mortality related to climate change. “Climate 
Change presents the biggest threat to health in the 21st Century” The Lancet (373;9697 pp 1659‐1734, May 16‐22 
2009).







The role of local health systems 
and health professionals in…

• feeding the world
• moving the world 
• powering the world 
• buying/selling around the world
• building the world
• caring for each other and the world





“The potential benefits of physical activity to health are huge. If a 
medication existed which had a similar effect, it would be regarded as a 
‘wonder drug’ or ‘miracle cure’.”
Liam Donaldson, Annual report of the Chief Medical Officer, 2009



James Jarrett, James Woodcock, Ulla K. Griffiths, Zaid Chalabi, Phil Edwards , Ian 
Roberts , Andy Haines Lancet 2012

60% rise in 10 
years
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30,000 early deaths across the UK per annum attributable to air pollution.
(60,000 if NOx from diesel engines included)
Average 8 month loss of life for every person
Especially lung disease and stroke





https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=‐uqal‐bWbg4
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Antrim Hospital.  Operating 
for 12 years.  Paid for itself in 
less than 2 years (with grant), 
< 5 years (without grant)



Win wins
‐Saving lives with solar

• University Hospitals N. 
Midlands

• Public investment raised 
£336K

• Community owned solar on 
hospital.

• No capital cost to NHS
• £300k to tackle local fuel 
poverty 
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1. Patient experience
2. Safety
3. Effectiveness
4. Efficiency
5. Equity
6. Sustainability
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• DECISION:  PAGE 1:  Acknowledging that climate 
change is a common concern of humankind, Parties 
should, when taking action to address climate 
change, respect…the right to health…

• ADOPTION: PAGE 15:  Recognizes the social, 
economic and environmental value of voluntary 
mitigation actions and their co‐benefits for 
adaptation, health and sustainable development.





200 years of health professionals taking 
political action

2. Cholera: Broad 
Street Pump, 
1854

3. Smoking and 
tobacco, 
1962

8. Sustainable 
development, 
climate change

1. Slavery 
Abolition 
Bill, 1833

4. Nuclear 
proliferation

5. Alcohol 6. Obesity 7.  HIV/AIDS







Head in the sand……or………...line in the sand?

d.pencheon@exeter.ac.uk @pencheon1
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