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This talk
1. The Anthropocene epoch

2. Some relevant history

3. The Rockefeller Foundation–Lancet Commission 
on Planetary Health

4. Thinking ecologically about health

5. What should physicians do?



The Anthropocene epoch
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By almost any measure, the human population is healthier than ever before
(World Bank, 2011)



But in achieving this, we’ve exploited the planet at an unprecedented rate



What is Planetary Health?

Put simply, planetary health is the health of
human civilisation and the state of the natural 
systems on which it depends.

“

”



Links between environmental change and health
(Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005)



Emerging diseases



Estimates of air pollution deaths  
(WHO 2014; Lim et al, Lancet 2012)

• Ambient particulates 
>3 m deaths p.a.

• Household from solid fuels >4 
m deaths p.a.

• >7 million in total 



Meeting the challenges



Bauch, Birkenbach, Pattanayak and Sills PNAS 2014

Forest Conservation Reduces Disease Risks: 
Examples from the Brazilian Amazon

Malaria transmission 
(-) fewer vector breeding sites.
(-) larger vector predator populations and greater diversity of 

mammalian species (promoting dilution effects) 
(-) microclimate inhibits anopheline mosquitoes.

Acute Respiratory Infections (ARI)
(-) forests may filter air particulates .
(-) fewer fires and lower smoke emissions
(-) reduced collection and burning of biomass fuel

Diarrhoea
(-) forest may reduce flooding and filter pathogens from 

surface water



Increasing access to modern family planning 

More than 200 million women 
who want to avoid pregnancy 
are not using effective 
contraception

Access to family planning could 
cut maternal deaths by around 
30%

Source: UN Millennium Development Goals Report 2012

Meeting the needs for 
modern contraception in 
low-income countries 
would cost only an 
additional $5.3 billion per
annum



Circular economy



Solutions lie within reach and require a redefinition of prosperity to 
focus on quality of life and improved health for all, together with 
respect for the integrity of natural systems

• Conceptual challenges: Failures of imagination 
(e.g. genuine progress measures)

• Governance challenges: Failures of implementation
(e.g. wellbeing of future generations)

• Research and information challenges: Failures of knowledge 
(e.g. transdisciplinary research)



Beyond disciplinary silos in research
(Adapted from Lawrence, 2004)

Multidisciplinary refers to research involving more than one discipline 
where each specialist contributes using established concepts and methods

Interdisciplinary refers to research involving more than one discipline 
where there is modification, or mixing together, of disciplines to develop 
new ways of understanding complex problems 

Transdisciplinary refers to bringing disciplinary knowledge together with 
know-how from policy, practice and Indigenous people to create a hybrid 
which is different from the component parts: ‘Transcending’ disciplines



http://www.thelancet.com/commissions/planetary-health

http://www.thelancet.com/commissions/planetary-health












‘Human ecology’ as a way of 
understanding patterns of 
human health–alongside 
‘epidemiology’ as a core 
method in health research





Behavioral 
risk factors
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Boyden’s Biosensitivity Triangle
https://press.anu.edu.au/publications/bionarrative

https://press.anu.edu.au/publications/bionarrative




What should Physicians do?
1. An eco-social approach: Recognising ecological, economic 

and social determinants of health

2. Systems thinking: Acknowledging the interdependence of 
all species (including those we cannot see)

3. Intergenerational health equity 

4. Indigenous and local knowledge (ILK): Transdisciplinary

5. In sum, we need to bring a ‘planetary consciousness’ to 
health research, training, policy and practice 
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