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Modelling the health impacts of climate change  

Advice to the Australian Federal Treasury 

January 2024 

 

The health impacts of climate change are substantial. Modelling the impacts of climate change 

on health is crucial as Australia faces increasing climate impacts, and will result in a more 

accurate understanding of the economic costs of climate change to society as a whole.  

We commend the Government on the release of Australia’s first National Health and Climate 

Strategy (‘the National Strategy’) and on its Measuring What Matters initiative. It was also 

positive to see that last year’s Intergenerational Report recognised the importance of climate 

change to the economy and to population health. The RACP has engaged in these matters 

through multiple submissions on the National Strategy and Measuring What Matters (see here 

and here for RACP submissions) and a media release on the Intergenerational Report. 

In this context of an increasing awareness of the impacts of climate change on both the 

economy and health, modelling the economic impacts of climate change on health must be a 

priority. Based on the RACP’s health expertise and experience in climate change and health 

policy we suggest focus areas below for such modelling in the future.  

 

Summary  

The health impacts of climate change must be considered in economic modelling that informs 

climate change mitigation public policy. The impacts of climate change on health as well as the 

benefits that accrue to health from climate change mitigation must be accounted for.   

Economic modelling of the impacts of climate change on health should: 

• Embed cultural safety and prioritise Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health, 
knowledge, and leadership;  

• Be premised on a Health in All Policies (HiAP) approach to ensure that the health costs 
and benefits of climate change and climate action in areas outside the health sector are 
considered; 

• Model the health co-benefits of climate health and adaptation and mitigation action both 
within and outside the health sector and integrate these into decision-making across 
sectors; 

• Model the costs of extreme heat, bushfires, and bushfire smoke on population health; 

• Model the costs of climate change on healthcare systems; 

https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg2/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_WGII_Chapter11.pdf
https://treasury.gov.au/publication/2023-intergenerational-report
https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.racp.edu.au%2Fdocs%2Fdefault-source%2Fadvocacy-library%2Fracp-submission-national-health-and-climate-strategy-consultation.pdf%3Fsfvrsn%3D2c07d51a_8&data=05%7C02%7CEkta.Sharma%40racp.edu.au%7C1f7fa699b8814c61e78e08dc16ebb56c%7C09c2d83fca574dad8a0b502b18e773e8%7C0%7C0%7C638410448833057735%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=hGSRz0Pls8UAZcRM2oGmN0Eg72TsSoTJ2mGxvUtZiXg%3D&reserved=0
https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.racp.edu.au%2Fdocs%2Fdefault-source%2Fadvocacy-library%2Fracp-submission-to-measuring-what-matters.pdf%3Fsfvrsn%3D76e8d21a_4&data=05%7C02%7CEkta.Sharma%40racp.edu.au%7C1f7fa699b8814c61e78e08dc16ebb56c%7C09c2d83fca574dad8a0b502b18e773e8%7C0%7C0%7C638410448833214062%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=C38pjKTbETNc%2BPmIwdrPRz12gFJDW6iWN1CFJy%2Bu9bA%3D&reserved=0
https://www.racp.edu.au/news-and-events/media-releases/intergenerational-report-highlights-the-critical-need-for-prevention-and-for-specialists-to-be-included-in-multidisciplinary-care


 

RACP - Modelling the health impacts of climate change                                                                                               2 

• Model the costs and benefits of climate health adaptation and mitigation action within the 
health sector; and 

• Model the costs and benefits of the climate and health impacts of health reform 
measures. 

As part of this process, we consider it important to connect with a range of experts and 
stakeholders undertaking work in this area, including medical colleges, the Climate and Health 
Alliance, Doctors for the Environment Australia, and Lowitja Institute.  

We have referred to numerous useful resources below. We would like to highlight the WHO’s 

framework for the quantification and economic valuation of health outcomes originating from 

health and non-health climate change mitigation and adaptation action. The framework was 

released last year and brings together science, policy, and practice to provide comprehensive 

guidance on modelling the impacts of climate change on health.  

 

Climate change impacts on health result in healthcare costs, avoidable deaths, 
and loss of life years 

Climate change impacts health and healthcare both directly and indirectly in multiple ways. The 

adaptation and mitigation measures that can be taken are also varied. Accordingly, attribution 

and estimation of climate health impact costs and benefits is complex.  

Undertaking economic modelling to estimate the costs of climate change on health and to 

quantify the economic benefits of taking action is an important aspect of informing policy 

decisions in climate change mitigation and health sector adaptation for climate change. 

In its book, Injury Prevention and Environmental Health, the World Bank outlined that 

accounting for the full costs of climate variability and climate change on health includes three 

elements:  

• Resource costs (medical treatment costs) 

• Opportunity costs (lost productivity) 

• Welfare costs or disutility (pain or suffering, concern, and inconvenience to family and 
others) 

The RACP-commissioned 2021 report on Climate Change and Australia’s Healthcare Systems, 

includes an economic analysis of the future health burden of bushfires in Australia. The results 

are discussed below. The costs measured in the analysis include:  

• Attributable deaths 

• Years of life lost 

• Healthcare costs associated with hospital presentations 

• Value of statistical life lost 

• Broader economic costs were also measured 

As climate change impacts on health become long-term and compounding it will become 

increasingly important to capture how this impacts quality of life, mortality, morbidity, and life 

expectancy. This can be done through sophisticated health modelling that captures in monetary 

terms the impact of climate change on disability-adjusted life years (DALY), and health-adjusted 

life expectancy (HALE) and value of statistical life.  

https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240057906
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240057906
https://www.healthaffairs.org/doi/10.1377/hlthaff.2020.01109
https://www.healthaffairs.org/doi/10.1377/hlthaff.2020.01109
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK525226/?report=classic
https://www.racp.edu.au/docs/default-source/advocacy-library/climate-change-and-australias-healthcare-systems-a-review-of-literature-policy-and-practice.pdf?sfvrsn=efe8c61a_6
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports-data/health-conditions-disability-deaths/burden-of-disease/glossary
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports-data/health-conditions-disability-deaths/burden-of-disease/glossary
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Climate change impacts on health are already predicted to be costly 

In recent years, several other institutions have modelled climate change impacts on the 

Australian economy. This includes the University of Melbourne’s Melbourne Sustainable Society 

Institute report – Australia’s Clean Economy Future: Costs and Benefits, a Climate Council 

report – Compound Costs: How Climate Change is Damaging Australia’s Economy in 2019 and 

a Deloitte report – A new choice: Australia’s climate for growth in 2020.  

Whilst the parameters and methods vary, the outlook is the same. It is clear that without urgent 

mitigation and adaptation action, climate change is going to cost the Australian economy trillions 

of dollars in the coming decades. Costs to health have been included in the reports mentioned 

above, particularly in relation to productivity implications of extreme heat events. There is a 

need for a more comprehensive analysis of both costs and benefits from climate change 

impacts on health.  

Climate health impacts are many and varied and as modelling the impacts of climate change on 

Australia’s economy and budget becomes more regular and multi-faceted, it is important that 

these are comprehensively captured.  

It is important that the health costs of climate change are captured economy wide. One way this 

could be done is through implementing a social cost of carbon throughout Australia, provided it 

is implemented in a way that accurately captures health costs. We note that the ACT 

Government is applying a social cost of carbon for public projects. The social cost of carbon 

assigns a monetary value to damages to society caused by climate change, which is then used 

by governments and decision-makers in cost-benefit analyses. Correspondence to the Lancet 

Planetary Health in September 2022 highlighted concerns that health costs and loss of life are 

not adequately captured in the social cost of carbon and called for disaggregation of market and 

non-market climate damages by region and sector to better capture climate impacts. Modelling 

the health costs and benefits of climate change and health will be invaluable to decision-making 

on policy development, implementation, and funding.  

 

Economic modelling of climate change and health must be culturally safe and 
prioritise Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health, knowledge and leadership 

The RACP’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Position Statement: 

• “Recognises the cultural diversity among and within Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities, and understands that languages, traditions, and spiritual and cultural 
beliefs vary;” and 

• “Understands that despite this diversity, there is commonality across Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples with respect to the importance of family, community and 
kinship networks; a holistic understanding and life course approach to health and 
wellbeing; and a strong connection to the land and sea.” 

Connection to sky is also integral to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander wellbeing. The 

connection of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to Country is intrinsically intertwined 

with the importance of human, land and sovereign rights to a wellbeing of health and healing. 

The work of Aboriginal Land Councils, Indigenous land management, custodianship of elders, 

and cultural ecological approaches with a focus on Indigenous ecological knowledge are 

https://www.sgsep.com.au/assets/main/Australias_Clean_Economy_MSSI_Issues_Paper12.pdf
https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/costs-of-climate-change-report-v3.pdf
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/au/Documents/Economics/deloitte-au-dae-new-choice-climate-growth-051120.pdf?nc=1
https://www.cmtedd.act.gov.au/open_government/inform/act_government_media_releases/rattenbury/2021/considering-the-social-cost-of-carbon
https://www.cmtedd.act.gov.au/open_government/inform/act_government_media_releases/rattenbury/2021/considering-the-social-cost-of-carbon
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-022-05224-9
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-022-05224-9
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-022-05224-9
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(22)00196-6/fulltext
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(22)00196-6/fulltext
https://www.racp.edu.au/docs/default-source/advocacy-library/racp-2018-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-health-position-statement.pdf?sfvrsn=cd5c151a_4#:~:text=The%20RACP%20is%20committed%20to,that%20is%20free%20from%20racism.
https://www.agriculture.gov.au/sites/default/files/sitecollectiondocuments/natural-resources/landcare/submissions/ilm-factsheet.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/emr.12539
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examples of how this connection of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples to Country 

continues to this day and creates greater autonomy of corresponding health benefits.  

The RACP has called for the recognition of the ongoing impact of colonisation, dispossession 

and marginalisation and the prioritisation of self-determination, Indigenous community 

leadership, community engagement, and cultural safety within the National Health and Climate 

Strategy. Further, the RACP supports the embedding of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

health, conservation and cultural knowledge within the Strategy. 

The RACP emphasises the importance of self-determination, cultural safety, and strengths-

based discourses. The RACP’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Position Statement 

recognises “that without self-determination it is not possible for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people to fully overcome the legacy of colonisation and dispossession and its ongoing 

impacts on health.” Further, the RACP Indigenous Strategic Framework notes that “cultural 

safety is primarily about examining the health professional’s own cultural identities and attitudes 

and being open-minded and flexible in attitudes towards people from cultures other than their 

own.”  

Climate change represents another element of colonisation and failure to respond perpetuates 

and exacerbates systemic injustice. In areas such as Fitzroy Crossing, which is already 

experiencing extreme weather events such as extreme heat and flooding, there are concerns 

that “traditional owners of the central Kimberley, after 60,000 years of occupation, will find it very 

hard to stay”. Aboriginal communities face disproportionate impacts due to their close physical 

and spiritual connection to Country and have higher levels of ill health.  

We recommend that economic modelling of the health costs of climate change and the health 

benefits of climate action should be culturally safe, consider the impacts on Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander health and communities and be guided by Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander knowledges, communities, and organisations through meaningful engagement and 

consultation.  

It is important that economic modelling captures the health impacts of climate change on 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and communities and the benefits of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander-led climate resilience strategies. This should be done in a respectful, 

culturally safe manner, with guidance from Aboriginal and Torres people, communities, and 

organisations on what data is used and collected, and how it is used, collected, analysed, and 

managed. Indigenous data sovereignty principles and approaches are important here, including 

the need for Indigenous data to “reflect Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander interests, values, 

and priorities, and “be collected with free, prior, and informed consent.”  

While the concept of cultural safety has come about largely through clinical settings, it can be 

applied more broadly. A key part of cultural safety is critiquing power structures and challenging 

one’s own biases, assumptions, and prejudices, and this is applicable and possible within 

clinical settings and beyond them.  

The Lowitja Institute Climate Change and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health 

Discussion Paper outlines best-practice principles for those working in the climate change and 

health space in Australia, including the need to value and centre the knowledges of First 

Peoples and provide “sustainable resourcing and program flexibility to support innovation and 

long-term monitoring and evaluation”. The Discussion Paper emphasises the centrality of 

community perspectives, and shares examples of wellbeing indicators that were developed with 

https://www.lowitja.org.au/content/Document/CTG_Report_2021_FINAL_WEB.pdf
https://www.lowitja.org.au/content/Document/CTG_Report_2021_FINAL_WEB.pdf
https://www.racp.edu.au/docs/default-source/default-document-library/indigenous-strategic-framework.pdf
https://ww2.health.wa.gov.au/~/media/Corp/Documents/Improving-health/Climate-health/Climate-Health-WA-Inquiry-Final-Report.pdf
https://ww2.health.wa.gov.au/~/media/Corp/Documents/Improving-health/Climate-health/Climate-Health-WA-Inquiry-Final-Report.pdf
https://www.canberratimes.com.au/story/8151564/pm-must-fix-the-kimberleys-fracking-mess-before-its-too-late/
https://www.canberratimes.com.au/story/8151564/pm-must-fix-the-kimberleys-fracking-mess-before-its-too-late/
https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/19/12/7502
https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/19/12/7502
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/1656f783-5d69-4c39-8521-9b42a59717d6/aihw-bod-32.pdf.aspx?inline=true
https://www.lowitja.org.au/icms_docs/328550_data-governance-and-sovereignty.pdf
https://equityhealthj.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12939-019-1082-3
https://equityhealthj.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12939-019-1082-3
https://www.lowitja.org.au/content/Image/Lowitja_ClimateChangeHealth_1021_D10.pdf
https://www.lowitja.org.au/content/Image/Lowitja_ClimateChangeHealth_1021_D10.pdf
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. Knowledge of relevant principles and work 

already undertaken in this space would assist in undertaking economic modelling in a culturally 

safe manner that centres Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander knowledge and leadership.  

 

Economic modelling of climate change and health must follow a Health in All 
Policies approach  

Policies and approaches in sectors outside the healthcare sector can significantly impact health 

outcomes and in turn healthcare systems, both positively and negatively. The RACP advocates 

for a Health in All Policies (HiAP) approach to policy-making. It places health as a key decision-

making factor in all areas of policy, by systematically considering the health and health-system 

implications of policy decisions, by seeking synergies between policy portfolios, and by avoiding 

harmful health impacts, to improve population health and health equity. HiAP seeks to address 

social determinants of health.  

The social determinants of health are the non-medical factors that influence health outcomes 

and impact populations in multiple ways. For example, lack of money impacts the ability of 

people to access nutritious food, and people from lower socioeconomic backgrounds often live 

in poorer neighbourhoods and have less access to public transport, all of which have an impact 

on obesity, chronic disease and other health outcomes.  

Other social determinants of health include energy affordability, housing quality, education, 

employment, land-use planning and urban design, access to green space, biodiversity 

protection, water, and sanitation policies. These social determinants lie outside the immediate 

remit of the health system, yet they all impact health.  

For example, the recent Yuwaya Ngarra-li Briefing Paper: Walgett’s Drinking Water outlines 

health risks linked to the township’s poor quality drinking water, including risks from high sodium 

content, lack of fluoridation, and presence of E. coli and heavy metals. Further, the briefing 

paper notes that climate change has been a contributing factor to the water insecurity that 

Walgett is current facing. 

The effects of climate change can be compounding, which can exacerbate inequality and impact 

social determinants and have complex health and health system impacts as was the case in 

Stanthorpe. 

Addressing social determinants improves health and prevents ill health, and thereby reduces 

demands on the healthcare system. This can significantly impact emissions, given that 

alongside pharmaceuticals, hospitals contribute the largest share of the health sector’s carbon 

emissions.  

Improving health equity and addressing the social determinants of health therefore are climate-

health mitigation and adaptation solutions. Health economists have a role to play in quantifying 

the benefits that arise from addressing the social determinants of health and their impact on the 

environment. We urge Treasury to consider climate health impacts, not only within the health 

sector, but in all other portfolios that impact health, including Measuring What Matters, as 

recommended in our submission. 

  

https://www.racp.edu.au/docs/default-source/advocacy-library/health-in-all-policies-position-statement.pdf
https://www.racp.edu.au/docs/default-source/advocacy-library/racp-obesity-position-statement.pdf
https://www.racp.edu.au/docs/default-source/advocacy-library/racp-obesity-position-statement.pdf
https://www.racp.edu.au/docs/default-source/advocacy-library/health-benefits-of-mitigating-climate-change-position-statement.pdf?sfvrsn=3d34361a_5
https://www.racp.edu.au/docs/default-source/advocacy-library/health-benefits-of-mitigating-climate-change-position-statement.pdf?sfvrsn=3d34361a_5
https://www.igd.unsw.edu.au/sites/default/files/documents/YN%20Briefing%20Paper%20-%20Walgett%27s%20Drinking%20Water%20Feb23.pdf
https://www.racp.edu.au/docs/default-source/advocacy-library/climate-change-and-australias-healthcare-systems-a-review-of-literature-policy-and-practice.pdf?sfvrsn=efe8c61a_6
https://www.racp.edu.au/docs/default-source/advocacy-library/health-in-all-policies-position-statement.pdf
https://www.england.nhs.uk/greenernhs/wp-content/uploads/sites/51/2020/10/delivering-a-net-zero-national-health-service.pdf
https://www.england.nhs.uk/greenernhs/wp-content/uploads/sites/51/2020/10/delivering-a-net-zero-national-health-service.pdf
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-51961730180-8/fulltext
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-51961730180-8/fulltext
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/hec.4656
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/hec.4656
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/hec.4656
https://www.racp.edu.au/docs/default-source/advocacy-library/racp-submission-to-measuring-what-matters.pdf?sfvrsn=76e8d21a_4
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Health costs of extreme heat must be included in Treasury modelling 

Historically, extreme heat events have killed more people in Australia than all other natural 

hazards. Australia continued to experience warmer than average weather in 2022 with extreme 

heat events in parts of the country. Heat effects health in numerous ways including respiratory 

and cardiovascular issues, and heat stroke, resulting in significant healthcare costs. Further, 

heat is causing significant morbidity and mortality through the urban heat island effect. Extreme 

heat events also have an impact on mental health. 

Heat and humidity pose risks to workers health and work-related heat stress can result in death. 

This includes outdoor workers and workers exposed to situational health such as firefighters 

and emergency workers. Given the vast range of workers who are impacted by heat and the 

increasing frequency and intensity of extreme heat events and bushfires, the occupational 

health costs, and economic impacts of high heat conditions in Australia are likely to be 

significant. Heat also impacts labour productivity, as accounted for in the cost analyses by 

Deloitte and the University of Melbourne. 

Heat disproportionately effects the elderly and disadvantaged, as well as populations in suburbs 

of lower socio-economic background and regional and remote communities, particularly where 

cooling systems are unavailable or unaffordable and where residential dwellings are crowded.  

Given these impacts and as further warming is projected for Australia, it is important that 

economic modelling includes the health impacts of heat both for the population as a whole and 

for populations at higher risk of increased mortality and morbidity.  

A Health in All Policies approach is important for managing extreme heat events. In the United 

States, blackouts were found to impact mortality and morbidity. Better electrical grid resilience, 

more expansive tree canopy cover, and more reflective roofing materials were suggested as 

potential solutions.  

 

Health costs of bushfires and bushfire smoke must be included in Treasury 
modelling 

The 2019-20 bushfires were unprecedented in their scale and devastation. 33 people lost their 

lives from the fires and over 3,000 homes were destroyed. The bushfires also coincided with 

increases in hospitalisations for burns and increased mental health service use coinciding with 

fire activity. Borchers-Arriagada and colleagues estimated that the bushfire smoke was 

responsible for 417 excess deaths, 3,151 hospitalisations for cardiovascular and respiratory 

problems, and 1,305 emergency department presentations for asthma.  

Economic analysis in a RACP-commissioned report on Climate Change and Australia’s 

Healthcare Systems suggests that from 2021 to 2030, 1,480 lives will be lost to bushfires and 

that healthcare costs relating to respiratory and cardiovascular health issues will be $69 million. 

More recent modelling by Monash University indicates that these costs may be much higher.   

Bushfires impact communities across Australia and as we saw in 2019 and 2020, the smoke 

has the potential to affect most of the country. There are also longer-term health impacts that 

need to be considered. Accordingly, it is important that the Government’s economic modelling 

builds on existing work and includes bushfire-related health impacts in its modelling.  

 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1462901114000999
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1462901114000999
http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/current/annual/aus/#:~:text=Wetter%20and%20warmer%20than%20average%20for%20Australia%20overall&text=The%20mean%20annual%20minimum%20temperature,west%20several%20times%20during%202022.
http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/current/annual/aus/#:~:text=Wetter%20and%20warmer%20than%20average%20for%20Australia%20overall&text=The%20mean%20annual%20minimum%20temperature,west%20several%20times%20during%202022.
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/climate-change-heat-and-health
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1674927821001076
https://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/sitecollectiondocuments/eco-assessment-of-urban-heat-island-effect.pdf
https://ehp.niehs.nih.gov/doi/full/10.1289/ehp.11339
https://ehp.niehs.nih.gov/doi/full/10.1289/ehp.11339
https://futurework.org.au/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2022/11/Heat_Stress_and_Work_FINAL_FINAL.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6802353/
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_711919.pdf
https://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/sitecollectiondocuments/eco-assessment-of-urban-heat-island-effect.pdf
https://www.racp.edu.au/docs/default-source/advocacy-library/climate-change-and-australias-healthcare-systems-a-review-of-literature-policy-and-practice.pdf?sfvrsn=efe8c61a_6
https://www.racp.edu.au/docs/default-source/advocacy-library/climate-change-and-australias-healthcare-systems-a-review-of-literature-policy-and-practice.pdf?sfvrsn=efe8c61a_6
https://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/sitecollectiondocuments/eco-assessment-of-urban-heat-island-effect.pdf
https://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/sitecollectiondocuments/eco-assessment-of-urban-heat-island-effect.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg2/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_WGII_Chapter11.pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/pdf/10.1021/acs.est.2c09588
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/pdf/10.1021/acs.est.2c09588
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/pdf/10.1021/acs.est.2c09588
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/pdf/10.1021/acs.est.2c09588
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/rp1920/Quick_Guides/AustralianBushfires#:~:text=A%20total%20of%2075%20people,people%20in%20South%20Australia%20died
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/rp1920/Quick_Guides/AustralianBushfires#:~:text=A%20total%20of%2075%20people,people%20in%20South%20Australia%20died
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/environment-and-health/data-update-health-impacts-2019-20-bushfires/contents/about
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/environment-and-health/data-update-health-impacts-2019-20-bushfires/contents/about
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/environment-and-health/data-update-health-impacts-2019-20-bushfires/contents/about
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.5694/mja2.50545
https://www.racp.edu.au/docs/default-source/advocacy-library/climate-change-and-australias-healthcare-systems-a-review-of-literature-policy-and-practice.pdf
https://www.racp.edu.au/docs/default-source/advocacy-library/climate-change-and-australias-healthcare-systems-a-review-of-literature-policy-and-practice.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0146280622003139?via=ihub
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Costs of climate change impacts on healthcare systems and workforce must be 
included in Treasury modelling  

The RACP’s recent work has highlighted climate change impacts healthcare systems as well as 

health. While economic effects of health harm have been modelled as outlined above, there is a 

need for focus on healthcare systems. Climate change affects the health system in many ways 

and can impact healthcare infrastructure, operations, workforce, and service demand. Climate 

change associated events can disrupt health system energy supply, communications systems, 

and supply chains. These impacts can be sudden and cause major challenges to the delivery of 

safe, quality care. This is particularly so in a context where Australia’s health emergency 

departments are busier while its health emergency management capacity has dropped. 

There will be increased health service demands because of changing climate – both associated 

with extreme weather events, but also as a response to the indirect and health and social 

impacts. This will have subsequent increased pressures on health services and workers, which 

may lead to unmet demand and increasingly underserviced populations. Delays to elective 

surgery and chronic disease management during the COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated that 

there are health and economic costs to delayed diagnosis and care. 

Climate change impacts on the health workforce are an important aspect of climate impacts on 

the healthcare system. Climate change puts further pressure on a workforce that is already 

facing shortages and burn out. There are flow-on effects from health professionals who are 

themselves directly impacted by extreme weather events, and challenges presented by climate 

change exacerbating workforce shortages in rural and remote areas.  

Accordingly, economic modelling of climate change impacts must account for impacts on 

healthcare systems, including workforce impacts.  

 

Costs and benefits of climate change adaptation and mitigation action must be 
included in Treasury modelling  

As well as modelling the costs of climate change impacts on health and healthcare systems, it is 

important to look at the costs of adaptation and mitigation action and the health benefits of such 

action. While increasing climate resilience will have significant costs, it will reduce future losses 

and bring significant benefits. Such measures will need to include investment in managed 

retreat in high-risk areas.  

Benefits should be considered both in relation to targeted adaptation action and broader 

mitigation efforts to reduce Australia’s emissions (for example through differing scenarios within 

modelling).  

Both extreme heat events and bushfires, can be planned and adapted for to reduce the health 

impacts. This includes building resilience within the healthcare system as well addressing social 

determinants of health. For example, well-insulated houses with energy efficient cooling 

systems can reduce heat-related illnesses. The HiAP approach outlined above centres on social 

determinants and is an important framework for highlighting the health co-benefits arising out of 

actions taken in other policy areas.  

We note that this recent article on heat in northern Australia found that “despite the profound 

inequity in housing and socioeconomic status and resultant severely impaired access to cooling 

technologies such as air-conditioned space, Aboriginal people living in the same hot climate do 

https://www.racp.edu.au/docs/default-source/advocacy-library/climate-change-and-australias-healthcare-systems-a-review-of-literature-policy-and-practice.pdf?sfvrsn=efe8c61a_6
https://bmchealthservres.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12913-022-08341-3
https://acem.org.au/getmedia/81b2f4f8-c0f2-46a0-86c1-64b7d1d311c2/State-of-Emergency-D32-MSTC
https://acem.org.au/getmedia/81b2f4f8-c0f2-46a0-86c1-64b7d1d311c2/State-of-Emergency-D32-MSTC
https://www.mja.com.au/journal/2022/217/9/2022-report-mja-lancet-countdown-health-and-climate-change-australia-unprepared?utm_source=carousel&utm_medium=web&utm_campaign=homepage#53
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8208646/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8208646/
https://academic.oup.com/eurpub/article/31/Supplement_4/iv27/6423459
https://www.racp.edu.au/news-and-events/media-releases/physicians-and-paediatricians-call-for-national-health-reform-to-address-workforce-shortages-that-leave-patients-waiting-and-doctors-burnt-out
https://www.racp.edu.au/news-and-events/media-releases/physicians-and-paediatricians-call-for-national-health-reform-to-address-workforce-shortages-that-leave-patients-waiting-and-doctors-burnt-out
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35229933/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35229933/
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/syr/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_SYR_LongerReport.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/syr/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_SYR_LongerReport.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7306784/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7306784/
https://www.racp.edu.au/docs/default-source/advocacy-library/health-benefits-of-mitigating-climate-change-position-statement.pdf?sfvrsn=3d34361a_5
https://www.racp.edu.au/docs/default-source/advocacy-library/health-benefits-of-mitigating-climate-change-position-statement.pdf?sfvrsn=3d34361a_5
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(23)00138-9/fulltext
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not have higher heat-associated mortality than non-Indigenous people.” The article suggests 

that social and cultural adaptations are important factors to consider when preparing for climate 

change. The economic benefits of adaptation policy that considers the social and cultural 

determinants of health should be included when determining the costs of adaptation and 

mitigation action. 

Understanding the benefits of investment in healthcare sustainability is another key area for 

consideration because the health sector contributes 7% to Australia’s total carbon footprint. The 

National Health Service England (NHS) has shown considerable savings through the initiatives 

of its Sustainable Development Unit. Demonstrating the economic savings of sustainability 

initiatives in Australia provides further support for investing in reducing the sector’s carbon 

footprint.  

Last year the WHO released a framework for the quantification and economic valuation of 

health outcomes originating from health and non-health climate change mitigation and 

adaptation action. The framework provides an overview of the conceptual framework and 

methodology as well as implementation examples linked to numerous adaptation actions, 

including planting trees for heat and flood mitigation.  

 

Costs and benefits of the climate and health impacts of health reform measures 
must be included in Treasury modelling  

We commend the Australian Government’s recognition of the nexus between prevention and 

optimising models of care and climate change mitigation in its draft consultation paper on the 

National Health and Climate Strategy. In our feedback on the paper, we recommended 

broadening this to health reform, including the prioritisation of prevention, optimising models of 

care, evidence-based clinical decision-making, and reduction of low-value care. The RACP’s 

flagship initiative, Evolve, which aims to drive high value high-quality care in Australia and 

Aotearoa New Zealand, is an example of the latter. Economic modelling on health reform 

measures such as the above, could assist in driving a healthcare system that is both financially 

and environmentally sustainable while delivering high quality care.  

 

Future areas for consideration and research  

The costs of extreme heat, bushfires, and bushfire smoke on population health, the costs of 

climate change on healthcare systems, and consideration of the benefits of climate health 

adaptation and mitigation action are key areas for economic modelling of the impacts of climate 

change on health. This modelling must be undertaken in a way that prioritises Indigenous justice 

and a Health in All Policies approach.  

However, this is a starting point and not an exhaustive list and we note that there are many 

other important aspects of climate change and health that warrant consideration. These include 

extreme weather events such as flooding and drought, and the significant mental health impacts 

of climate change, and of biodiversity loss and degradation of the natural environment.  

Mosquito-borne disease is another area that warrants consideration as climate change 

continues to impact the transmission and spread of vector-borne disease. International 

experience suggests that mosquito-borne diseases can result in significant health and economic 

burdens.  

https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-51961730180-8/fulltext
https://www.england.nhs.uk/greenernhs/wp-content/uploads/sites/51/2021/02/Healthy-Returns-From-Sustainability-Actions-Infographic-2015.pdf
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240057906
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240057906
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240057906
https://evolve.edu.au/
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/grantham/publications/all-publications/the-impact-of-climate-change-on-mental-health-and-emotional-wellbeing-current-evidence-and-implications-for-policy-and-practice.php
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/grantham/publications/all-publications/the-impact-of-climate-change-on-mental-health-and-emotional-wellbeing-current-evidence-and-implications-for-policy-and-practice.php
https://www.racp.edu.au/docs/default-source/advocacy-library/submission-to-the-environment-protection-and-biodiversity-conservation-(epbc)-act-review.pdf?sfvrsn=e379f31a_6
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41590-020-0648-y
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41590-020-0648-y
https://journals.plos.org/plosntds/article?id=10.1371/journal.pntd.0009505
https://journals.plos.org/plosntds/article?id=10.1371/journal.pntd.0009505
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While current knowledge and tools provides a starting point for modelling the costs of climate 

change and the costs and benefits of climate action, there is a need for more investment in 

research to better account for these costs and benefits. This research is needed in relation to 

the areas we note above such as health costs from extreme heat, bushfires, bushfire smoke 

and mosquito-borne disease. There is also a need for further research on the social cost of 

carbon to ensure it is accurately capturing and accounting for the impacts of climate change and 

any interventions.  

 

About The Royal Australasian College of Physicians (RACP) 

The RACP trains, educates, and advocates on behalf of over 20,000 physicians and 9,000 

trainee physicians, across Australia and Aotearoa New Zealand. The RACP represents a broad 

range of medical specialties including general medicine, paediatrics and child health, cardiology, 

respiratory medicine, neurology, oncology, public health medicine, infectious diseases medicine, 

occupational and environmental medicine, palliative medicine, sexual health medicine, 

rehabilitation medicine, geriatric medicine, and addiction medicine.  

Beyond the drive for medical excellence, the RACP is committed to developing health and 
social policies which bring vital improvements to the wellbeing of patients and the community. 
Climate change and health is one of the RACP’s priority policy areas and it has position 
statements on Climate Change and Health, Environmentally Sustainable Healthcare and the 
Health Benefits of Mitigating Climate Change. More recently the RACP commissioned a report - 
Climate Change and Australia’s Healthcare Systems – A Review of Literature, Policy and 
Practice, which was endorsed by nine other medical colleges.  

 

Contact us 

Thank you for considering our feedback. If you require any further information, please contact 

Nicola Lewis, Executive General Manager, Policy and Advocacy at Policy@racp.edu.au. 

https://www.racp.edu.au/docs/default-source/advocacy-library/climate-change-and-health-position-statement.pdf?sfvrsn=5235361a_5
https://www.racp.edu.au/docs/default-source/advocacy-library/environmentally-sustainable-healthcare-position-statement.pdf?sfvrsn=2834361a_4
https://www.racp.edu.au/docs/default-source/advocacy-library/health-benefits-of-mitigating-climate-change-position-statement.pdf?sfvrsn=3d34361a_5
https://www.racp.edu.au/docs/default-source/advocacy-library/climate-change-and-australias-healthcare-systems-a-review-of-literature-policy-and-practice.pdf?sfvrsn=efe8c61a_6
https://www.racp.edu.au/docs/default-source/advocacy-library/climate-change-and-australias-healthcare-systems-a-review-of-literature-policy-and-practice.pdf?sfvrsn=efe8c61a_6
mailto:Policy@racp.edu.au

