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Key messages for the Public Health White Paper
Amongst the determinants of health that will undoubtedly be addressed in the Public Health White Paper, the natural environment needs to be given an appropriate place.  Sustainable, low-carbon living within finite natural resources (that are either irreplaceable such as fossil fuels or need time to regenerate such as many ecosystems) has increasingly been asserted as integral to Public Health, with recognition that environmental protection promotes health and well-being for individuals and communities.  For example, action linking carbon reduction, food and health and travel and health is increasingly common.

The development of a unified public health service led by Directors of Public Health based in local government affords opportunities to embed further this important work.  To ensure the potential is realised, it requires affirmation within the Public Health White Paper and through the Outcomes Framework.
The development of a healthy low-carbon society is urgent as well as important.  It is further emphasised by the evidence that the era of cheap oil is over (“peak oil”) with implications for economic growth, food supply and health care.  Within the NHS, many drugs, equipment and supplies and transport for staff, deliveries and services are of course oil dependent.  The need to build resilience and self-sufficiency within the NHS, local government and local communities is a public health priority (Raffle, 2010).

Lloyd’s concluded in its 360 Risk Insight report on Sustainable Energy Security that surging energy consumption, constraints on conventional fuel production and international recognition of the impact of carbon dioxide on the climate “means businesses need to adapt to a new local carbon world” (Lloyds, 2010).  Compared with the public sector, the business sector has accepted the reality of anthropogenic climate change and is getting on with mitigation and adaptation.

The impact of climate instability on health

We ... believe that climate change is the public health challenge of the 21st century and that, unless decisive action is taken now, the world will face global public health and environmental catastrophe.”
[Statement dated 22 January 2008 signed by 21 health leaders, including the Presidents of the Faculty of Public Health, Royal College of Physicians of London, and Association of Directors of Public Health, the Chief Executive of the NHS Confederation and 17 others.]
The evidence (see sources) suggests that there is an increasing risk of abrupt or irreversible climatic shifts within the next decade or two.  In the UK, thermal expansion of the oceans will have a rapid impact on coastal communities.  As the majority of coastal communities have high concentrations of deprivation, this will have a very negative impact on area-level inequalities.  Public health practitioners need to contribute to resilience and emergency planning and work with spatial planners.

In addition to the health damage caused by heatwaves, floods and other extreme weather events, climate change and related environmental threats have the potential to destroy the ecosystems on which all life depends and create human conflict over the remaining natural resources.  The fundamental determinants of health, the conditions that make life possible – food, water and social stability – are already affected by climate change and will deteriorate inexorably without resolute action.
Claiming the health dividend
Sustainable development and Public Health have increasingly been understood as integrated in research, policy and practice, supported by the growing evidence base for the impact of the natural and built environments on health (see sources).  
It has become obvious that “what is good for the climate and the environment is good for health”, for example:

· Less consumption of livestock products and processed food, and eating a healthy diet high in locally-grown seasonal vegetables reduces greenhouse gas emissions during the production and distribution of food, and loss of habitat and biodiversity especially from cutting down forests in e.g. South America
· less cardiovascular disease (saturated fat, cholesterol), diabetes, obesity
· More walking and cycling, less use of cars
· less depression/ stroke/ heart attacks/ cancers/ osteoporosis/ falls/ obesity/ diabetes

· Insulation in housing reduces carbon consumption from heating
· fewer deaths from fuel poverty
· A more sustainable, healthier society
· more equal society and better mental health
Public health teams, often jointly with local authorities, have begun to implement plans to reduce organisational and population carbon emissions, promote healthy lifestyles and develop healthier and more sustainable environments.  Strategies include:
· Travel and health plans within organisations and with local communities to foster more walking and cycling and reduce car use; reducing unnecessary travel; car sharing schemes; there are particular challenges faced by rural communities because of poor public transport and the loss of village infrastructure 

· More efficient use of energy for heating, lighting and electrical equipment and promoting the cost-effectiveness of insulation to prevent fuel poverty
· The NHS, not least because of the size of its human and estate resources, and contribution to the economy, can accrue great benefit from energy efficiency, both in terms of cost savings and perhaps also stimulating the provision of renewable energy resources
· Food and health programmes, growing, cooking and eating locally-sourced, seasonal food, particularly vegetables, with multiple benefits for mental and physical health and the environment

At European level, a report from Health and Environment Alliance and Health Care Without Harm has provided estimates (HEAL and HCWH, 2010) of the financial savings for different Member States should the European Union move from the current 20% target to a 30% target on reducing greenhouse gas emissions by 2020.  It is estimated that the UK would benefit by up to £600 million annually.  The analysis covers the costs of death and ill-health from heart and lung conditions, hospital costs, consultations and medication.
The Public Health White Paper

Implementing plans for the sustainable use of natural resources is important to the three domains of public health (health improvement, health protection and healthcare public health).  If the distracting demands of structural change are kept to a minimum, the new Public Health Service and the leadership of local authorities offer massive opportunities.

Directors of Public Health and their teams do know the importance of sustainability, but require mandating to give local authority environmental health, planning, leisure and other teams the public health support they need to integrate policy and practice, to prevent these all-important issues being relegated again to second-order priorities.  
References and sources

The Royal Society (2010) Climate Change: A Summary of the Science http://royalsociety.org/climate-change-summary-of-science/
Raffle, A E (2010).  Oil, health, and health care.  Editorial.  British Medical Journal 2010; 341; c4596 (1 September)

Lloyd’s (2010) http://www.lloyds.com/News-and-Insight/360-Risk-Insight/Research-and-Reports/Energy-Security/Energy-Security
Health & Environment Alliance, Health Care Without Harm (2010) Acting now for better health: A 30% target for EU climate policy.  http://www.env-health.org/a/3585
Coote, A (ed) Claiming the health dividend. King’s Fund, 2002

The Faculty of Public Health’s guide, Sustaining a Healthy Future: Taking Action on Climate Change (2nd edition published June 2009), http://www.fphm.org.uk/resources/sustainable_development/Default.asp;
The Health Practitioner’s Guide to Climate Change, ed. Griffiths, Rao, Adshead and Thorpe, Earthscan 2009,  http://www.earthscan.co.uk/?tabid=74742
The Campaign for Greener Healthcare www.greenerhealthcare.org
NHS Sustainable Development Unit www.sdu.nhs.uk
SHEBA – sustainability and health, an evidence base for action http://www.sustainabilityforhealth.org 






1

