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Environmental Action is a Responsibility for a Viable Planet
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Looking back on 2022, | reflect on the past and anticipate what future environmental health
priorities may bring. . Reducing the collective production of ecological damage has manifested
into a focus on reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and lowering global temperatures.
Greenhouse gas emissions are only one area of concern. At least ten environmental
catastrophes totaling more than three billion dollars each occurred in the previous year.
Worldwide, they include four floods, three droughts, two hurricanes, and a destructive storm
named Eunice in Europel. These events are disturbing as they suggest a new normal for the
future. To investigate what climate impacts may occur in the future, scientists have modeled
1200 scenarios of planetary change to the year 2100. Their findings suggest that things may get
worse in coming decades with uncertainty about whether human actions can bring about enough

change for ecosystem viability by 21002.

Protecting the natural and built environments is crucial to human survival but is often viewed as
the responsibility of expert environmental health specialists. A compartmentalization of the
environment into distinct parts (natural, human, physical, or biotic and abiotic) quickly falls apart
when larger interactive frameworks are examined. Such is the case with multiple components of
environmental change through climate change. Different scholars discuss the problem from
different perspectives, as a challenge from population overshoot, fossil fuel emissions, planetary
heating, or human industrial production and pollution. These perspectives of environmental
degradation center on the shift to a human-driven environment causing unprecedented abrupt

consequences3.
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Species Extinction Due to Habitat Destruction

Biodiversity loss is accelerating so that even humans may soon find themselves eliminated in a
sixth mass extinction of biological life on earth4. While some policymakers ignore or disregard
this growing loss, environmental scientists and authorities responsible for preserving human
security and health see a rapidly growing escalation of self-reinforcing processes degrading air,

water, and essential habitat for life.

Knowledgeable climate experts, following the evidence of rapid, irreversible climate changes,
have emphasized the overlapping life-threatening conditions from the weather (heat and storms),
disease (increasing impacts from existing and new diseases), and famine (lack of food and
biodiversity). Scientists like Peter Carter from the Climate Emergency Institute5, David King,
head of the Climate Crisis Advisory Group6, and David Pratt, research director of the
Breakthrough National Centre for Climate Restoration7, have laid out the increasingly critical
situation for human survival if everyone on the planet continues to live without immediate

concern and action.

While scientists and their projections of possible consequences are often ignored, some experts
point to the limitations of this continuing disregard. The Conference of the Parties of the
Framework Convention on Climate Change in Egypt in 2022 shifted its focus to addressing loss
and damage, recognizing that action must support adaptation in vulnerable countries8. The
previous political views that global warming can be limited to 1.5 degrees Celsius have now been
questioned. Scientists note that irreversible feedback loops, processes destroying healthy
biodiversity, require immediate and unprecedented environmental action for adaptation since the
planet is likely to warm to 2 degrees Celsius or more in the coming decades. While mitigation
and adaptation overlap in many respects, researchers often invest in better understanding
ongoing processes which may allow adaptations to future conditions9. Besides research to
better understand critical climatic conditions vital to human adaptation, | suggest three
approaches for health professionals striving to address environmental threats from climate

change.
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Earth-restoring Levels of Action

First, political/economic solutions can have an impact on health. For example, the US Inflation
Reduction Act (IRA), which allocates billions of dollars to climate-related projects, shows how
significant investments which incentivize public action on climate change can positively impact
health. Although large projects may not reverse ongoing processes, they can relieve growing

13

environmental damage. Air quality improvements from the IRA are projected to “...reduce
emissions of conventional air pollutants such as particulate matter, averting as many as 3900

premature deaths, 100,000 asthma attacks, and 417,000 lost work days per year by 2030”10.

Second, an organizational approach where Health Care Organizations (HCO) assess and reduce
GHG emissions and reach net zero across healthcare services can provide beneficial results. By
establishing emission measures, identifying their sources, and setting net-zero goals for HCO

organizations, emissions reductions from a vital sector of the US economy could be realized11.

Finally, at a more personal level, if everyone reassessed their use of energy, products from the
land, and the consumption of products that could be traded or reused, there would be a
significant impact on environmental damage and the climate. There are several organizations
where personal commitment to ecological behavior change can show results. These
organizations support a shift to less consumption, recognizing that decisions about energy and
transportation, consumerism, and food production and utilization are vital to addressing climate
conditions. Every person does make a difference. The United Nations has a campaign, Act Now,
suggesting and encouraging individual action that can affect climate change12. As a part of this

approach, everyone must commit to goals to restore and adapt to environmental realities.
Personal Action Necessary

As an environmental researcher, | have worked on projects to counter air and water pollution and

restore the land for food production 13, 14, 15.

I am working on a project to remove plastic cigarette butt pollution from beaches and parks in
Thailand, Japan, and California in the United States16. Each year, cigarette butts produce

845,000 tons of trash and contain compounds that are dangerous to wildlife. .
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Cigarette butts are mistaken for food by fish, seabirds, and turtles and are frequently found in the
stomachs of dead animals washed up on the beach. Even when the butts are floating free in the

water, the chemicals trapped in the filters are also toxic to marine life.

Cigarette filters have little protective effect on smokers. The 12,000 plastic (cellulose acetate)
fibers in each filter contribute to microplastic pollution, a persistent contaminant of land, air, and

water17.

The multi-country international policy on cigarette butts brings awareness of plastic pollution at
our immediate interface with nature. It demonstrates that we all can make a personal difference
through our choice to stop buying and using both single-use and multi-use plastic products.
This research provides knowledge for positive change in nature. It shows that each of us can
make a difference because our actions with plastic pollution can significantly affect birds, marine
life, and even microplastic pollution — which is a human contaminant. With enthusiasm for
environmental changes through our everyday activities, we can contribute to restoring the

natural world.
Conclusion

| urge individuals who prize the health and well-being of our planet to take action and participate
in movements like the cigarette butt project of which | am a part. We can restore the natural
environment that is rapidly disappearing by realizing the individual sources of environmental

decline and moving to change our actions at the personal levels where we can contribute most.

While environmental specialists have many ideas about climate change approaches and action, |
believe the public should focus on what can be done on multiple levels to restore nature in our
immediate communities. The fundamental challenge we face is in altering our behaviors to
produce real change, not counting on political or organizational efforts — which sometimes
deflect us from personal action. Our environment is our life in nature and is related to everything
else. We can act personally to affect our immediate environment. The climate emergency calls us

to play specific roles in securing a viable planet.

vTHJPH

www.ph.mahidol.ac.th/thjph/



Thai Journal of Public Health Vol. 53 No. 1 (Jan-Apr 2023)

References

1. Rosane O. Eco Watch. Ten costliest climate disasters of 2022. 3 Jan 2023;
https://www.ecowatch.com/climate-disasters-2022.html.

2. Mooney C, Ahmed N, Muyskens J. Washington Post. We looked at 1200 possibilities for the
planet’s future. 1 Dec 2022. https://www.washingtonpost.com/climate-
environment/interactive/2022/global-warming-1-5-celsius-scenarios/.

3. Acciona. Anthropocene: The Age of Human Impact on Earth: Sustainability for all. 2019.
https://www.activesustainability.com/sustainable-development/anthropocene-age-human-
impact-earth/.

4. National Academies of Science, Engineering, and Medicine. 2022. Biodiversity at Risk:
Today’s Choices Matter. Washington, DC: The National Academies Press. DOI:
10.17226/26384.

5. Carter PD, Woodworth E, et al. Unprecedented Crime: Climate Science Denial and Game
Changers for Survival. Atlanta, Georgia: Clarity Press. 2018.

6. Walker G, King D. The Hot Topic: What We Can Do About Global Warming; Paperback,
Orlando, Florida: Harcourt Books. 2008.

7. Spratt D, Dunlop I. What Lies Beneath: The Underestimation of Existential Climate Risk.
Melbourne, Australia: Breakthrough National Centre for Climate Restoration. 2018.
http://www.breakthroughonline.org.au.

8. United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. Press Release. COP27 Reaches
Breakthrough Agreement on New “Loss and Damage” Fund for Vulnerable Countries. New
York: United Nations. 20 Nov 2022 https://unfccc.int/news/cop27-reaches-breakthrough-
agreement-on-new-loss-and-damage-fund-for-vulnerable-countries.

9. National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. 2022. Technology
Developments to Advance Antarctic Research: Proceedings of a Workshop. Washington,
DC: The National Academies Press. DOI: 10.17226/26699.

10. Glicksman RL. Fossil-Fuel Pollution and Climate Change: Protecting the Public Health with
the Inflation Reduction Act — Provisions Affecting Climate Change and Its Health Effects. N
Engl J Med 2023; 388:84-88.

vTHJPH

www.ph.mahidol.ac.th/thjph/



Thai Journal of Public Health Vol. 53 No. 1 (Jan-Apr 2023)

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

Singh H, Eckelman M, Berwick DM, et al. Mandatory Reporting of Emissions to Achieve Net-
Zero Health Care. 29 Dec 2022. N Engl J Med 2022; 387:2469-2476
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMsb2210022.

ACT NOW: The UN Campaign for Individual Action on Climate Change: Towards a Net-Zero
Future. 2022. https://www.un.org/en/actnow .

Charoenca N, Kungskulniti N, Tipayamongkholgul M, et al. Determining the burden of
secondhand smoke exposure on the respiratory health of Thai children. Tob Induc Dis. 2013
Mar 18;11(1):7.

Srisuphanunt M, Karanis P, Charoenca N, et al. Cryptosporidium and Giardia detection in
environmental waters of southwest coastal areas of Thailand. Parasitol Res. 2010
May;106(6):1299-306.

Boonna P, Tangkoonboribun R, Charoenca N, et al. Vermicomposting Different Organic
Wastes to Determine Suitability for Use in Organic Farming. International Journal of
GEOMATE. Vol. 18 No. 68 (2020): April 2020;
https://geomatejournal.com/geomate/article/view/537.

Mock, J. Policy Research to Denormalize Tobacco Use in CA-Pacific Rim. Tobacco-Related
Disease Research Program (TRDRP) Grant #: 28MT-0082 (2019);
http://trdrp.yesdyes.com/fundedresearch/grant_list.php.

Villazon L. BBC Science Focus. What’s the environmental impact of cigarette butts. 20 July
2022. Accessed 10 Jan 2023. https://www.sciencefocus.com/planet-earth/whats-the-
environmental-impact-of-cigarette-butts/United Nations Department of Economic and
Social Affairs Population Division. World Population Ageing 2019: Highlights: United
Nations, 2020.

World Health Organization. Ageing and Health: Key facts. 2022. https://www.who.int/news-
room/fact-sheets/detail/ageing-and-health, accessed 10 December 2022.

Beard JR, Officer A, de Carvalho IA, Sadana R, Pot AM, Michel JP, et al. The world report on
ageing and health: A policy framework for healthy ageing. Lancet 2016; 387(10033): 2145-
54.

Joshy G, Arora M, Korda RJ, Chalmers J, Banks E. Is poor oral health a risk marker for
incident cardiovascular disease hospitalisation and all-cause mortality? Findings from 172
630 participants from the prospective 45 and Up Study. BMJ Open 2016; 6(8): e012386.

vTHJPH

www.ph.mahidol.ac.th/thjph/



Thai Journal of Public Health Vol. 53 No. 1 (Jan-Apr 2023)

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

Cheng F, Zhang M, Wang Q, Xu H, Dong X, Gao Z, et al. Tooth loss and risk of
cardiovascular disease and stroke: A dose-response meta analysis of prospective cohort
studies. PLoS One 2018; 13(3): e0194563.

Gil-Montoya JA, de Mello ALF, Barrios R, Gonzalez-Moles MA, Bravo M. Oral health in the
elderly patient and its impact on general well-being: A nonsystematic review. Clin Interv
Aging 2015; 10: 461-7.

Simpson TC, Weldon JC, Worthington HV, Needleman |, Wild SH, Moles DR, et al.
Treatment of periodontal disease for glycaemic control in people with diabetes mellitus.
Cochrane Database Syst Rev 2015; 2015(11): Cd004714.

Borgnakke WS, Poudel P. Diabetes and oral health: Summary of current scientific evidence
for why transdisciplinary collaboration is needed. Frontiers in Dental Medicine 2021; 2(50).
Vos T, Lim SS, Abbafati C, Abbas KM, Abbasi M, Abbasifard M, et al. Global burden of 369
diseases and injuries in 204 countries and territories, 1990-2019: A systematic analysis for
the global burden of disease study 2019. Lancet 2020; 396(10258): 1204-22.

World Health Organization. Non-communicable Diseases (NCDs) Key Facts. 2022.
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/noncommunicable-diseases, accessed
10 December 2022.

World Health Organization. WHO Clinical consortium on healthy ageing 2022 meeting.
Geneva: WHO, 2020.

Dhakal SP, Aryal MM. Ageing and health agenda for Nepal: Challenges and policy responses
for sustainable development. In: Dhakal S, Nankervis A, Burgess J, eds. Ageing Asia and the
Pacific in Changing Times: Implications for Sustainable Development. Singapore: Springer
Nature Singapore; 2022: 165-82.

United Nations. The Sustainable Development Goals Report 2017. New York: Statistics
Division, United Nations, 2017.

World Health Organization. Decade of Healthy Ageing 2020-2030. Geneva: WHO, 2020.

vTHJPH

www.ph.mahidol.ac.th/thjph/



