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Healthy Planets, Healthy Patients: Climate Change 
By Aditi Mhaskar, MD, FAAP and Priyanka Fernandes, MBBS, MPH 
 

You are finishing a physical form for your patient in high school. Her mom exchanges 
small talk about COVID-19 being such a disaster, and how they are looking forward to the 
end of it. “Yes,” agrees the teenager with cutting pessimism. “Then, we will only have to worry 
about climate change and fires again.” 

Over the last 40 years, humans have been causing high levels of carbon dioxide and other 
gas emissions.   As a result, Earth has experienced some of the highest average global 
temperatures in the last 800,000 years.1,2 We are heating our world 250,000 times faster than 
nature did by itself after the Ice Age.1 The Arctic Ocean is expected to be free of ice during the 
summer by the middle of this century. This man-made climate change precipitates “natural” 
disasters.1  

Wildfires, heat waves, and impending or current drought make headlines in California 
annually. Other disasters such as flash floods, warming oceans, and rising sea levels do not 
always seem apparent locally, but are projected to occur.3,4 These ramifications of global 
warming have major implications for pediatric health. Death and injury due to the disaster are 
ever-present risks.3 Some other issues for children facing disasters include mental health 
consequences such as depression, PTSD, adjustment disorder, separation anxiety (during 
evacuation efforts), and impaired academic performance and attention.3 Specific events come 
with an additional set of unique hazards. Pollution from wildfires can cause cardiorespiratory 
disease, while heat illness has caused increasing mortality and morbidity in pediatric 
populations.3,5 Meanwhile, the environmental transformations occurring secondary to climate 
change lead to disease as well. A combination of drought, extreme temperatures, and flash 
flooding impacts farming, which has downstream effects on pediatric nutrition.5 Changes in 
growth patterns of plants and weather increase susceptibility to allergens and duration of allergy 
season.4 The temperatures also form ideal conditions for bacterial, parasitic, and insect growth, 
thereby increasing the chances of infectious diseases.6 The list of conditions that children and 
their families face due to climate change are innumerable.  
 While there is some hope for reversing or halting climate change, we must focus on 
adaptation for what is likely to come.4 Overall, more than 80% of disease burden secondary to 
climate change will fall on children. Unfortunately, like every other health condition, the impact 
of climate change will increase social and ethnic disparities.6,7 Historically marginalized 
communities are more likely to live near toxic environments, such as ports where fracking occurs 
or areas of higher air pollution.   Residents in these communities may not have the economic 
resources to buy basic necessities or improve their situation in cases of extreme weather changes 
or natural disasters.7 Evidence shows that these communities already have a higher burden of 
morbidity and mortality during heat waves.7 As clinicians, we can identify and counsel 
vulnerable patients to help close this socioeconomic gap.6 

 The US only contains 4% of the world’s population but contributes to approximately 
15% of its carbon dioxide emissions, making it the second largest polluter in the world.2 
Healthcare facilities account for 10.3% of energy consumption among industries in the US. The 
happy corollary to the COVID-19 lockdown in the US was a 12% decrease of carbon dioxide 
emissions within our country.2 Between health risks of global warming and the energy 
consumption by our workplaces, it is critical for us to treat climate change as the emergency that 
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it is. As we celebrated Earth Day on April 22, 2021, let us make some changes in our lives and 
practices to reduce energy consumption.  We may then continue the happy trend that the 
lockdown introduced.  
 
Here are some simple suggestions for helping our patients and planet: 
 
For your patients: 

- https://climatehealthconnect.org/resources/posters/ has free educational posters to inform 
patients about the association of climate change with health conditions 

- The AAP has a toolkit on disaster preparedness at https://www.aap.org/en-us/advocacy-
and-policy/aap-health-initiatives/Children-and-Disasters/Pages/default.aspx  

- Counsel patients about the mental health benefits of exercising in local green spaces. 
For your office:  

- Consider reducing office waste by implementing reusable cloth gowns and linens 
- Check out a quick start guide to reducing your energy consumption at mygreendoctor.org   
- Start a carpool! Better yet, start a competition to promote walking, biking, or using public 

transportation to work. 
Opportunities for advocacy: 

- Do you serve the underserved? Consider NAACP’s toolkits on climate justice and 
resilience building at https://www.naacp.org/climate-justice-resources/ 

- The Natural Resource Defense Council (NRDC) has an action alert for quick ways to 
sign your support for environmentally friendly policies at https://www.nrdc.org/get-
involved. 

- Need more education? The AAP has more resources at https://www.aap.org/en-
us/advocacy-and-policy/aap-health-initiatives/climate-change/Pages/Climate-For-
Health.aspx 

 
The Climate Change Committee will be posting intermittently in the AAP-CA2 Newsletter to 
highlight the role that climate change and environmental health play in both the long-term and 
day-to-day aspects of pediatric health.  
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