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Preamble 
 

This Evidence Review is based on the theme and topics at the Public Health Association of BC’s 2020 Public 

Health Summer Institute. It also draws from several of my recent or soon to be published works, in particular 
“Beyond Science and Technology: Creating Planetary Health Needs Not Just ‘Head Stuff’ but Social Engagement 
and ‘Heart, Gut and Spirit’ Stuff”” (Hancock, 2019a) and “Gaia: The Ultimate Setting for Health Promotion” 
(Hancock, submitted April 2020), but also “Ecological Economics and Public Health” (Hancock, 2019b). 

The theme of the 2020 Summer Institute program, which was fully online and accessed by over 200 

participants from not only BC but several other provinces and territories, was Think Globally, Act Locally: 
Public Health and the Anthropocene.  

On Day 1, the Institute was focused in the morning on thinking globally, considering both the massive and 
rapid global ecological changes underway and their global and local health implications. In the afternoon, the 
focused shifted to how widespread value shift and cultural evolution can occur, as a prerequisite for the 
massive and rapid societal transformations required if we are to successfully navigate the challenge of the 
Anthropocene. 

On Day 2, the focus shifted to acting locally, with a particular focus on the concept of healthy communities 
that are also ‘One Planet’ communities. Participants were asked to consider how local action to create such 

healthy and sustainable communities could be undertaken in their roles as both professionals and citizens, 
what their public health or other organisations’ role should be, and the partners they would need to work 
with. 

This Evidence Review is not a summary what was presented or shared at the Institute but is to some extent 
informed by that. The Institute’s videos, discussions and presentations can be accessed at 
https://phabc.org/presentation/public-health-summer-institute-2020/.  

A perspective on the COVID-19 Pandemic and the Anthropocene 

In the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, with its major health, social and economic ramifications (particularly 
for structurally disadvantaged communities), it can be hard to appreciate that this and similar pandemics are 

in part a symptom of our growing intrusion into nature. It can also be hard to recognise that while the 
pandemic has these significant impacts, they pale in comparison with the projected health, social and 
economic consequences – especially for those same disadvantaged communities - of a far larger set of massive 
and rapid, human-induced global ecological changes currently underway. Given that the drivers of these 
changes are human made, this era is referred to as the Anthropocene, anthropos being the Ancient Greek for 
human. 

  

https://phabc.org/presentation/public-health-summer-institute-2020/
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The massive and rapid global ecological changes that constitute the Anthropocene are arguably the greatest 
threat to health in the 21st century, barring nuclear war. Since they are largely human-driven, it is humanity 
– and as will be argued, certain segments of humanity in particular –that has to change if we are to reduce 
our currently unsustainable ecological footprint – which, globally, is the equivalent of using 1.7 planet’s worth 
of the Earth’s biocapacity every year (Global Footprint Network, 2019) - to the equivalent of One Planet’s 
worth.  

The changes that are called for are not minor: We are going to have to undertake a profound transformation 

of our entire way of life, our society, and our economy. This transformation will be most marked in high 
income countries such as Canada, where we need to reduce our ecological footprint by almost 80 percent 
from our current ecological footprint, which is equivalent to 4.75 planet’s worth of biocapacity (Global 
Footprint Network, 2019). 

Yet at the same time we want to maintain a good quality of life and good health for all, and we want the 
transition to a ‘One Planet’ society to be socially just, and not increase health inequity. The global slowdown 
to fight COVID-19 has given people, communities, and countries around the world the opportunity to pause, 
reflect and perhaps make new choices about how to live sustainably.  

Indeed, many health, environmental and social justice organisations and a number of progressive businesses 
and business organisations, often coming together in coalitions,  have called on national and global leaders to 

ensure that we use this opportunity to create a sustainable, just and healthy recovery. See for example:  

• the WHO Manifesto for a healthy recovery from COVID-19 (WHO 2020);  

• a letter from over 350 organisations representing over 40 million health professionals and over 
4,500 individual health professionals from 90 different countries calling on the G20 leaders for a 
Healthy Recovery; 

• a letter and report to the Prime Minister and the Government of Canada  from the Canadian 
Association of Physicians for the Environment (CAPE) and many other national health organisations 
calling for a Healthy Recovery Plan;  

• The preliminary report of the independent Task Force for a Resilient Recovery, an independent 

group of 15 Canadian finance, policy and sustainability leaders 

This has important implications for population and public health practice, at all levels from the local to the 
global. Our intent is to locate this year’s summer school in this global ecological context, while grounding it 
in local public health action and linking it to the emerging debate about the need for transformative societal 
change and a just transition to a sustainable ‘One Planet’ society and One Planet communities. 

  

https://healthyrecovery.net/
https://cape.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Healthy-Recovery-Report-Sign-on-Letter-En.pdf
https://cape.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/CAPE_Report2020_EN_HealthyRecoveryPlan-1.pdf
https://www.recoverytaskforce.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/TFRR-Preliminary-Report-Jul-2020.pdf


Think Globally, Act Locally 
Public Health and the Anthropocene 

Evidence Review 

 

4 

1. Welcome to the Anthropocene 
 

Human civilization as we know it evolved following the last Ice Age, during the 11,000-year warm inter-glacial 

period known as the Holocene. This period, which archaeologists call the Neolithic (New Stone Age), saw the 

development of agriculture (including the domestication of animals) and fixed human settlements (villages, 

towns and cities), before the development of metallurgy ushered in the Bronze and then the Iron Age. But we 

are leaving the Holocene and entering a new geologic epoch, the Anthropocene (Steffen, Grinevald, Crutzen 

and McNeill, 2011; Waters et al, 2016; Gaffney and Steffen, 2017). As its name suggests – anthropos being the 

ancient Greek term for human – it is the age of humans.1 

In May 2019 the Anthropocene Working Group of the International Commission on Stratigraphy voted to 

recognise the Anthropocene as “a formal chrono-stratigraphic unit” with a base “around the mid-twentieth 

century of the Common Era” (International Commission on Stratigraphy, 2019) – in other words, a new 

geological epoch.  

The term in its modern sense is new – it was proposed in 2000 by Nobel prize-winning chemist Paul Crutzen 

at a meeting of the Scientific Committee of the International Geosphere-Biosphere Program (IGBP): Crutzen 

and Stoermer (2000) noted: 

“Considering . . . (the) major and still growing impacts of human activities on earth and atmosphere, and at 

all, including global, scales it seems to us more than appropriate to emphasize the central role of mankind 

in geology and ecology by proposing to use the term “anthropocene” for the current geological epoch”. 

Note that while technically a geological phenomenon, based on the presence of unique human markers in 

new sedimentary layers, they see it in both geological and ecological terms, and in the context of human 

activities, making it a socio-cultural phenomenon; these three aspects of the Anthropocene will be discussed 

next.  

 

a) The Anthropocene as a Geological Phenomenon 

Geological ages are identified by the International Commission on Stratigraphy, based on the signals they 

leave in the planet’s rocks, which are technically called chrono-stratigraphic units: (Williams et al, 2016). 

Perhaps the most famous of these is the layer of iridium at the Cretaceous–Tertiary (K–T) boundary that 

marks the impact of the asteroid 65 million years ago that triggered the extinction of the dinosaurs, the fifth 

and most recent ‘Great Extinction’ that life on Earth has experienced.  

 

1 For a succinct but powerful introduction to the Anthropocene, see the 3.5-minute video produced for the “Planet Under Pressure” conference in 

London in 2012. Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fvgG-pxlobk 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fvgG-pxlobk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fvgG-pxlobk
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Modern human presence on Earth has been apparent in the geologic strata for hundreds of thousands of years, 

dating back to the presence of stone tools in the Palaeolithic Age (3 million to about 11,000 years ago). But 

until comparatively recently, the geologic record showed only “mere human presence and localized influences 

on various environments” However, since the mid-20th century there has been growing evidence of 

“significant human influence upon several key global biogeochemical cycles, with attendant influences on the 

climate system”. (Williams et al, 2016). 

This led the International Commission on Stratigraphy to create an Anthropocene Working Group (AWG) in 

2009. The AWG has noted the presence of unique human markers in new stratigraphic layers: These include 

new human-created materials (concrete, plastic, glass, pure aluminium, radioactive materials from fallout, 

persistent organic pollutants (s)), marked changes in levels of important chemicals as a result of human 

activity (carbon dioxide, nitrogen, phosphorus) and a shift in fossil assemblages.  

Emblematic of the sixth Great Extinction we are triggering, we have dramatically reduced the biomass of both 

land and marine mammals, and roughly halved fish and plant biomass; “the present-day biomass of wild land 

mammals is approximately sevenfold lower” than it was 50,000 years ago, before we started wiping out the 

large land mammals (Bar-On et al, 2018). As a result we now outweigh wild animals ten-fold (Bar-On et al, 

2018); future palaeontologists will see that we humans make up about one third of the mass of all land 

vertebrates and our domesticated species make up almost all of the remainder, with wild species now 

comprising less than 5 percent (Waters et al., 2016; Zalasiewicz, 2016). 

 

b) The Anthropocene as an Ecological Phenomenon 

The stratigraphic changes that signal the Anthropocene as a geological phenomenon are markers of the 

massive and rapid global ecological changes that human activity has created, particularly since the mid-20th 

century – a scant 70 years ago. Referred to as ‘the Great Acceleration’ (Steffen, Broadgate, Deutsch et al., 

2015), the best known of these changes is climate change, which has been described by the two Lancet 

Commissions on climate change and health as “the biggest global health threat of the 21st century” (Costello, 

Abbas, Allen et al, 2009) and as posing “an unacceptably high and potentially catastrophic risk to human 

health” (Watts, Adger, Agnolucci et al, 2015). 

But it is much more than climate change, important though that is. Other global scale ecological changes we 

are creating – all of which have important health implications (Hancock, Spady and Soskolne, 2015) – include: 

• Acidifying the oceans; 
• Changing the great cycles of life (e.g. water, carbon, nitrogen and phosphorus); 
• Polluting entire ecosystems with POPs (many of which are endocrine disruptors), heavy metals and 

plastic and other nano-particles. 
• Using renewable resources at unsustainable rates, especially those related to food production (e.g. 

freshwater, forests, fisheries, soils and farmlands) 
• Depleting some key non-renewable resources (e.g. fossil fuels, some minerals). 
• Creating a sixth Great Extinction.  
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Moreover, we are creating these changes all at the same time, and they often interact – and often in ways that 

amplify their effects. The scale and breadth of the ecological changes now underway are well captured in three 

key indicators: 

As a result, we are exceeding planetary boundaries for a variety of Earth systems that should not be crossed 

(Steffen, Richardson, Rockström et al, 2015), our ecological footprint surpasses the planet’s biocapacity every 

year – globally it is 1.7 times as great (Global Footprint Network, 2019) – and we are dramatically reducing 

what the Word Wide Fund for Nature (WWF International, 2018) refers to as the Living Planet Index. These 

phenomena are discussed in more detail below. 

• Crossing Planetary Boundaries 

We are now approaching, and in some cases have crossed estimated planetary boundaries that 

constitute the margins of a ‘safe operating space’ for humans. Of ten key earth systems, we have 

moved into a zone of high risk for 2 of them (nitrogen and phosphorus flows and species extinctions); 

are in a zone of increasing risk for three others (climate system change, land system change and ocean 

acidification) and do not know the boundary of risk for three others (‘novel entities’, which are 

persistent organic pollutants (POPs), heavy metals, nano-particles and GMOs; atmospheric aerosol 

loading; functional biodiversity); only in two systems – freshwater use and stratospheric ozone 

depletion – are we sure we are in a safe zone (Steffen, Richardson, Rockström et al., 2015). 

• The Ecological Footprint 

The ecological footprint (EF) converts human resource demands and waste production into a common 

metric – the number of hectares of bio-productive land it would take to replace the resource or absorb 

the wastes. It is not an exact measure; for example, POPs are not included, since no method to convert 

their impact to a land equivalent has been found. 

Often expressed as the number of Earths we require; we surpassed the Earth’s bio-productive capacity 

in about 1970. Currently (not really current, this is 2016 data, the most recent available) “humans use 

as much ecological resources as if we lived on 1.75 Earths”, which is clearly unsustainable – and more 

than half that global EF is due to carbon emissions (Global Footprint Network, 2019). 

But high-income countries (HICs) on average used 3.6 times the available biocapacity of 1.7 gha per 

person, far more than their fair share. So if the entire planet were to live the way HICs live, we would 

need another 2 or 3 planets; if we all lived as Americans, Canadians and Australians live (5 planet’s 

worth), we would need 4 more Earths (Global Footprint Network, 2018). 

Yet we all know that we only have one planet, so – as will be discussed later – we have to learn to live 

in a healthy way with an ecological footprint of just one planet. For HICs as a whole, this will require 

about a 70 percent reduction, while for the USA, Canada and Australia it requires an 80 percent 

reduction in the footprint.  
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• The Living Planet Index 

Produced every 2 years by the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF), the Living Planet Index (LPI) 

measures trends in the populations of vertebrate species (mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians and 

fish) in terrestrial, marine and freshwater ecosystems around the world. Their 2018 report, with data 

only up to 2014, covers 16,704 populations of 4005 species. It shows an overall global decline in the 

abundance of monitored vertebrate populations of 60 per cent between 1970 and 2014 - a mere 44 

years!  (WWF International, 2018). 

These are all dramatic changes that are occurring incredibly rapidly in evolutionary and geologic terms. 

Moreover, things may be moving at a much faster rate than was feared, and we may be reaching a point of 

no return, at least with respect to climate change, where we risk triggering ‘tipping cascades’ that could 

make the process essentially irreversible. 

 

c) Climate and Ecosystem Tipping Points 

“Politicians, economists and even some natural scientists have tended to assume that tipping points in the 

Earth system — such as the loss of the Amazon rainforest or the West Antarctic ice sheet — are of low 

probability and little understood. Yet evidence is mounting that these events could be more likely than was 

thought, have high impacts and are interconnected across different biophysical systems, potentially 

committing the world to long-term irreversible changes.”  

(Lenton, Rockström, Gaffney et al, 2019) 

A tipping point is “a critical threshold at which a tiny perturbation can qualitatively alter the state or 

development of a system” (Lenton, Held, Kriegler et al. 2008). They are characteristic of complex dynamic 

systems such as our own bodies, financial markets, societal or climate systems and other natural ecosystems. 

A tipping point can result from a positive feedback loop (e.g. if global heating melts Arctic permafrost which 

releases methane which further accelerates global heating). Through this amplified feedback, small changes 

can trigger a big change, sending the system “into a qualitatively different future state”, (Lenton, 2020)  

This shift from one stable state to another can occur quite suddenly and is known as non-linear change, or a 

discontinuity. Climate systems, like other Earth systems we depend upon for our lives and our health, can tip 

into a different state. And like the peak of a pandemic, you don’t know you are at a tipping point until you are 

past it.  

But it’s not just a single tipping point we need to be concerned about. Steffen, Rockström, Richardson et al., 

(2018) identified fifteen different ‘climate tipping elements’ - the Arctic methane example above is one of 

them - which might then trigger another element to tip. This could result in “a domino-like cascade that could 

take the Earth System to even higher temperatures”, pushing it “irreversibly onto a “Hothouse Earth” 

pathway”, an alternative stable climate system.  
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This would be very dangerous for us; Lenton, Rockström, Gaffney et al. (2019) conclude: “If damaging tipping 

cascades can occur and a global tipping point cannot be ruled out, then this is an existential threat to 

civilization.” 

Note that as a phenomenon rooted in the behavior of complex systems, the concept of tipping points does not 

apply only to climate systems – although that has been the focus of much study – but to other Earth systems 

that we are also stressing. The possibility of hitting tipping points and triggering tipping cascades for multiple 

Earth systems, many of which interact in some way, has to be of enormous concern. 

In addition, note that the concept of tipping points also applies to social systems, as will be discussed later 

 

d) The Anthropocene as a Socio-Cultural Phenomenon 

While the Anthropocene is at one level simply a geological marker of the changes we are creating in global 

ecosystems, another way to understand it is that it is a metaphor for the human-driven changes in global 

ecological systems. It can be seen as shorthand for our global socio-economic and technological systems and 

the underlying values and beliefs that drive our current development path, and in particular the socio-

economic development model espoused in high-income countries and spread around the world in the form of 

colonialism and what might be called economic imperialism.  

That model is ultimately rooted in the Enlightenment and is known as ‘modernization’ - “the transformation 

from a traditional, rural, agrarian society to a secular, urban, industrial society” (Kumar, n.d.). The 

underpinnings of modernization are the religious and scientific transformations that began in the 16th century 

in northwestern Europe - the Protestant Reformation and the Scientific revolution - which led to the 

Enlightenment. Fundamental elements of modernization include a commitment to economic growth; 

abundant cheap energy; industrial urbanization; individualism and the undermining of family and community 

ties; bureaucratization and secularism (Kumar, n.d.). 

The forces that drive these changes are three-fold; population growth, economic growth and technological 

power. Here too there has been a ‘Great Acceleration’ since the mid-20th century. We have seen a massive – 

although globally uneven – expansion in the human population, in our wealth and material demands, in the 

levels of pollution we emit and in the power of our technology, all driven by a belief in progress as continued 

growth in material wealth. However, this ignores the reality that we live within a finite geophysical and 

ecological system – the Earth. As Kenneth Boulding, at one time President of both the American Economic 

Association and the American Association for the Advancement of Science, noted: 

“Anyone who believes exponential growth can go on forever in a finite world is either a madman or an 

economist” (US Congress, 1973, p. 248). 
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Not only has the change been massive in its scale, the rate of change in a wide variety of both socio-economic 

and natural systems has been very rapid in recent years. As noted earlier, the AWG has suggested the starting 

time for the Anthropocene is the mid-20th century, which coincides with what Steffen, Broadgate, Deutsch et 

al. (2015) call ‘The Great Acceleration’. Around this time there was a dramatic surge in a wide array of social 

and economic system indicators, and a concomitant (but negative) surge in a range of natural system 

indicators. 

So the Anthropocene is not just a geological marker of the changes we are creating in global ecosystems; it is 

an indicator of the scale of human activity – we are, after all, the anthropos in the Anthropocene – and the 

accelerating rate of change, and thus serves as a warning of the present and future impacts of these changes 

on human and other life forms. 

 

e) Inequity in the Anthropocene  

“When people who could benefit from using or abusing the environment are economically and politically 

more powerful than those who could be harmed, the imbalance facilitates environmental degradation. And 

the wider the inequality, the more the damage. Furthermore, those with less power end up bearing a 

disproportionate share of the environmental injury”  

(Boyce, 2018) 

In its final report, the WHO Commission on the Social Determinants of Health (2008) pointed to the roots of 

health inequalities in the unequal distribution of power, wealth and resources. We see the same causes and 

the same effects with respect to the Anthropocene. So it is important in talking about ‘we’, ‘us’ and ‘ourselves’ 

that we recognize that the people of Earth are not one equally responsible, homogeneous population. It is not 

the entire population that is responsible for the ecological problems we face; rather, as is always the case, 

there are winners and losers – and as is also always the case, those who reap the benefits – high-income 

countries and high-income people - are not those who bear the costs. Disadvantaged and marginalised people 

are more vulnerable, whether we are comparing between or within countries.  

The dominant development model comes from and is directly or indirectly imposed by high-income countries 

(HICs). These HICs have the longest life expectancies, the largest GDPs and the largest ecological footprints 

(EF) today. In 2016, low-income countries had an EF equivalent to 0.6 planet’s worth of biocapacity, while 

high-income countries had footprints 6 times higher, at 3.7 planet’s worth, on average; Canada’s EF, at 4.7, 

is almost 8 times higher than that od low-income countries (Global Footprint Network, 2019).  

High-income countries have thus benefited disproportionately from the industrialised economic system they 

have created and spread around the world, and within them a corporate and political elite (the ‘one percent’) 

has benefited disproportionately—and again, inequitably—from a neo-liberal ideology (which Lent (2017) calls 

a ‘cult of selfishness’) they have embraced and deployed that has largely left capitalism unfettered. 
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The International Resource Panel (2017) reports that global resource use more than tripled between 1970 and 

2017, “with high-income countries consuming ten times more per person than low-income countries”. That 

level of consumption is accompanied by high levels of pollution; it is estimated that between them the USA 

and the EU will have contributed almost half (46%) of temperature increase resulting from overall Kyoto 

GHG emissions by 2100, excluding the land use, land use change, and forestry sectors – and 36% if they are 

included (Rocha, Krapp, Guetschow et al., 2015, Tables 2 and 3, p’s 14 and 15). 

Moreover, high-income people within all countries have a larger EF than low-income countries and people. 

Kenner (2015) examined data from several countries (US, Japan, China, UK and France) on the expenditure 

patterns of the richest 10% of the population by income and found, not surprisingly perhaps, that they  “spend 

more than each of the income deciles below them on private transport and on meat”. In fact, in the USA, the 

top decile accounted for 23% of all household expenditure. More broadly, Berthe and Elie (2015) summarised 

a 2008 OECD review as finding “most studies conclude that consumption behaviour-related environmental 

pressure increases with household income”, including “waste, recycling, transportation choices and domestic 

use of energy and water”.  

In Canada, the EF of the richest 10% of the population in 2002 (based on income) was nearly 2.5 times larger 

than that of the poorest 10% (Mackenzie, Messinger and Smith, 2008). In fact, the per person footprint of the 

richest 10% of Canadians in 2002 was 25% greater than that of the country with the largest footprint in 2009. 

Thus wealthy countries and wealthy people are responsible for generating most of the harm we are doing to 

the Earth. But the burden of those problems will be borne unequally, with the wealthy generally benefitting 

and the poor generally suffering the consequences. 

Not surprisingly, the inequality is also reflected in the Living Planet Index; HICs actually had a 10 percent 

increase in their LPIs from1970 to 2010, while middle-income countries (MICs) saw a decline of 18 percent 

and low-income countries (LICs) experienced a 58 percent reduction in their LPI (WWF, 2014). 

Some of the increase of the LPI in the HICs may be because they had already experienced a large reduction in 

their wildlife during the 19th and early 20th century as they industrialised, urbanized and grew wealthier, 

and in the mid to late-20th century began to invest in pollution reduction, habitat protection and species 

conservation. But it also seems likely that they were protecting their own biodiversity while increasing their 

wealth and ecological footprint by exploiting the resources of MICs and LICs, which would account for the 

dramatic declines in those countries. 

Since the wealthiest nations and the wealthiest people have received a disproportionate benefit they bear a 

disproportionate responsibility—indeed a duty—to take the lead in setting things right. They (we) are going 

to have to consume a lot less, and pollute a lot less, so that others can have their fair share of the Earth’s 

limited biocapacity and resources. But this will require a change in what has become a destructive world view 

and a harmful ideology; modern neoliberal approaches to economic and social policy that prioritise greed and 

economic growth and value the individual over the community.  
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f) The Health Implications of the Anthropocene 

These ecological changes - and the cultural, social, economic and technological forces causing them - have 

profound implications for our health. Air, water, food, materials and fuels all come from nature, and we rely 

on natural systems to cycle nutrients, detoxify wastes, protect the Earth from solar UV radiation and maintain 

a stable and warm climate; these are the ecological determinants of health (Canadian Public Health 

Association, 2015). If we undermine these natural systems then we undermine our own wellbeing, perhaps 

even our very survival, as well as that of the myriad other species with whom we share the Earth. They may 

thus represent an existential threat, as is discussed later. 

The WHO declared in the run-up to COP 21 (held in Paris in 2015) that “climate change is the greatest threat 

to global health in the 21st century” (WHO, n.d.), but it is only one part of the human-driven global ecological 

changes that constitute the Anthropocene. So it is the Anthropocene as a whole that is arguably the greatest 

threat - or at least second only to all-out nuclear war - to the health and indeed to the survival of both human 

and many non-human species in the 21st century. 

The health implications of the Anthropocene – especially climate change – are not hard to imagine. At their 

most extreme, as discussed below, we may be facing an existential threat. While this does not mean that the 

human species will become extinct – although species routinely become extinct, and we should not imagine 

we are immune to the laws of nature – it means that we may be facing a threat to the stability and survival of 

many societies and civilisations around the world. Clearly, this would have profound adverse effects on the 

health of those populations. 

Even if we can avoid this drastic outcome, we know there is a wide range of serious health impacts, which 

are well documented in the literature (see e.g. Hancock, Spady and Soskolne, 2015; Whitmee, Haines, Beyrer 

et al, 2015). There are five main categories of changes, each of which pose health threats in their own right: 

• Global warming 
• Ocean acidification 
• Resource depletion 
• Pollution and ecotoxicity 
• Species extinction (Hancock, Spady and Soskolne, 2015). 

However, since they often combine and interact in ways that multiply their effect, it is the combination of 

these changes – the Anthropocene – that poses the overall threat to health and wellbeing. 

• These health threats are particularly well understood for climate change; the IPCC reported in 2014 
with very high confidence that “if climate change continues as projected” there would be: 

o Greater risk of injury, disease, and death due to more intense heat waves and fires 
o Increased risks of food- and water-borne diseases  
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and with high confidence that there would be 

o Increased risk of under-nutrition resulting from diminished food production in poor regions  
o Consequences for health of lost work capacity and reduced labor productivity in vulnerable 

populations (Smith, Woodward, Campbell-Lendrum et al., 2014) 

• Perhaps the greatest health concerns with respect to resource depletion are those associated with 
water and food supply: Depletion of fisheries, freshwater and soils, effects that are compounded by 
climate change, unsustainable farming and fishing practices, ocean acidification and other forms of 
pollution). Their impacts are already apparent, with the UN’s Food and Agriculture Organization 

warning in 2018 that hunger was increasing and that “climate change is among the leading causes of 
rising global hunger” because of “extreme weather events, land degradation and desertification, 
water scarcity and rising sea levels”, among other factors (UNFCCC, 2018)  

• The 2017 Lancet Commission on Pollution and Health (Landrigan, Fuller, Acosta et al, 2017) found 
that 16 percent of all deaths worldwide are attributable to pollution, but that this is “almost 
certainly” an underestimate, because the health impacts of large numbers of newer chemicals that 
have entered the market in the past 2 – 3 decades are not sufficiently well understood and cannot be 
estimated. 

• It is harder to clearly estimate the health impacts of loss of biodiversity and species extinctions, 
although a report from the Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity and WHO (2015)  

“provides numerous examples of how biodiversity contributes to important ecological 

determinants of health, including water and air quality, food security, microbial diversity in the 

human microbiome, infectious disease control, pharmaceuticals and traditional medicines and 

mental, physical and cultural wellbeing” (Hancock, Spady and Soskolne, 2015}.  

• Commenting on a more recent report from the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on 
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) the Chair, Sir Robert Watson, noted: 

“The health of ecosystems on which we and all other species depend is deteriorating more rapidly 

than ever. We are eroding the very foundations of our economies, livelihoods, food security, 

health and quality of life worldwide” (Watson, 2019).  

We must also keep in mind that these health impacts are not occurring in isolation; we face multiple 

simultaneous ecological changes and they and their health effects interact, particularly amongst 

disadvantaged and vulnerable populations, thus increasing health inequity.  
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g) Emerging Diseases in the Anthropocene 

“The resurgence of infectious diseases in the past few decades, including vector-borne diseases, has resulted 

primarily from demographic and societal factors—for example, population growth, urbanization, changes in 

land use and agricultural practices, deforestation, international travel, commerce, human and animal 

movement, microbial adaptation and change, and breakdown in public health infrastructure. To date, there 

is little evidence that climate change has played a significant role in the recent resurgence of infectious 

diseases.” (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), 2001) 

The current COVID-19 pandemic should hardly come as a surprise; experts in public health, ecosystem health, 

One Health, planetary health and Earth systems science have been sounding the alarm for decades. The IPCC 

has reported on the health impacts of climate change, and particularly the potential for climate change to 

increase infectious diseases. In the ‘Human Health’ chapter of its 2001 report, for example, the authors 

reported on “diseases that have been identified as most sensitive to changes in climate” – it was a long list, 

although they noted “the majority of these assessments rely on expert judgment”. 

As noted above, the most recent report on health impacts by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

(2014) assesses the probability of major increases in ill-health by mid-21st century due to climate change and 

finds “increased risks of food- and water-borne diseases” and has in the past highlighted increased risks of 

mosquito-borne diseases such as malaria and dengue fever, tick boerne diseases such as Lyme disease, among 

other problems. But while climate change has tended to garner the most attention, it is clear that it is but one 

factor, and not even the most important factor, as the quote at the beginning of this section makes clear.  

In a chapter on infectious diseases in a comprehensive assessment of the relationship between biodiversity 

and human health (WHO and the Convention on Biological Diversity, 2015), a wide variety of ways in which 

human interactions with natural systems were identified (Figure 1). Chief among them were land-use 

changes, agricultural industry changes and international travel and commerce.  

They concluded: 

“Research to date has shown strong evidence for the overlapping drivers of disease emergence and 

biodiversity loss. Anthropogenic activities are rapidly altering ecological and evolutionary systems under 

which hosts and pathogens operate, creating new dynamics and opportunities for disease transmission and 

spread”. 

So we had better get used to the new reality, which is that we are likely to see many more infectious disease 

pandemics unless we dramatically alter our interactions with the natural world.  
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Figure 1: Drivers of emerging infectious diseases from wildlife (Loh et al., Vector Borne and Zoonotic Diseases. In press) 

 

h) Health Inequity in the Anthropocene  

As noted above, the Anthropocene’s ecological impacts are inequitably distributed both between and within 

countries, with the poor bearing the largest proportion of the burden. This means the health impacts will also 

be inequitably distributed, which is of course a significant concern for health promoters, and another example 

of the way in which the ecological and the social interact.  

The Anthropocene, then, is an issue of health equity, and this will be seen at all levels from the local to the 

global.  For example, the IPCC’s 2014 Synthesis Report Summary for Policymakers notes:  

“Throughout the 21st century, climate change is expected to lead to increases in ill-health in many regions 

and especially in developing countries with low income” (p 15). 

Similarly, the 2017 Lancet Commission on Pollution and Health noted: 

“Pollution disproportionately kills the poor and the vulnerable. Nearly 92% of pollution-related deaths occur 

in low-income and middle-income countries and, in countries at every income level, disease caused by 

pollution is most prevalent among minorities and the marginalized” (Landrigan, Fuller, Acosta et al, 2017)  
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These are but two examples, at a global level, of health inequity in the Anthropocene. But many more examples 

exist due to other causes - think of the current inequity we see in deaths and disease resulting from the COVID-

19 pandemic, or who suffers from hunger and starvation when drought, floods or locust swarms destroy 

crops. 

Moreover, these inequalities are not merely global, but local; who is it that dies from urban heat events in 

cities around the world? Who lives near heavy industry or waste dumps? We should always recall that the 

poor live downwind, downstream, downhill (unless the hills are dangerous, when they live uphill), on 

marginal lands subject to flooding, near landfills and industrial sites, in poor quality housing in neglected 

neighbourhoods, where they do the most unhealthy and dangerous work (if they work at all). It is small 

wonder their health is poor.  

A particularly important form of health inequity related to global ecological change is currently being 

experienced by Indigenous people in Canada and around the world. Jones (2019) notes:  

“Climate change poses a serious threat to the health and well-being of Indigenous peoples around the world”. 

(It is important to recall that while the discussion – as is so often the case – is focused on climate change, this 

applies equally to the wider ecological changes of the Anthropocene.) 

Not only do Indigenous people face a set of common challenges – “unique relationships with the natural 

environment, socioeconomic deprivation, a greater existing burden of disease, poorer access to and quality of 

health care, and political marginalization” – but may be further impacted by societal responses to climate 

change, especially where these involve alterations to the land. Moreover, he argues, this occurs in a context 

of  - and to some extent perpetuates - colonialism, marginalisation and dispossession, given that Indigenous 

people are not the source of the problem in the first place, but are being harmed – yet again – by the actions 

of high-income nations and people. 

Here in Canada, the Canadian Public Health Association (2019) has noted with respect to the impacts of 

climate change (sic): 

“These effects, however, do not affect all people and communities equally. The more marginalized members 

of our communities will be inequitably affected, with Indigenous Peoples, young people and socially and 

economically disadvantaged populations being particularly affected”. 

Specifically with respect to the North and Indigenous people, the CPHA noted:  

“Climate change…will be most apparent in Canada’s Far North. The Arctic is warming at triple the global 

rate and is considered one of the more vulnerable regions to climate change in the world…By altering 

traditional ways of life, these changes will also result in further physical, social and economic disruption. 
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This is perhaps most marked among the Inuit. The National Inuit Climate Change Strategy (Inuit Tapiriit 

Kanatami, 2019) observes: 

“Inuit Nunangat is recognized as a global climate 

change hotspot, garnering national and global 

concern…We have an intimate understanding of how 

climate change is impacting the physical environment, 

and the wildlife and ecosystems that sustain us. We are 

deeply concerned about the complex impacts of climate 

change on our social, cultural and economic systems, 

and our health and well-being.” 

In fact, ‘Health, wellbeing and the environment’ is one of 

five key areas in the strategy and the health impacts of 

climate change are widespread – see Text Box. 

 

i) The Anthropocene as an existential threat  

“If the present growth trends in world population, 

industrialization, pollution, food production, and 

resource depletion continue unchanged, the limits to 

growth on this planet will be reached sometime within 

the next 100 years. The most probable result will be a 

sudden and uncontrollable decline in both population 

and industrial capacity.” (Meadows et al, 1972) 

Troublingly, the statement above is not a recent one but is almost 50 years old at the time of writing; it comes 

from the Club of Rome’s 1972 report “The Limits to Growth”. A group of MIT systems scientists reported their 

results from an early World System computer model with which they investigated five major trends of global 

concern: Accelerating industrialization, rapid population growth, widespread malnutrition, depletion of non-

renewable resources, and a deteriorating environment. 

While savagely attacked by traditional economists, corporations, and governments, at the time, it seems they 

were correct, as recent evidence confirms. Turner (2008) looked back at their original scenarios and the actual 

record since then and concluded that: 

“Thirty years of historical data compare favourably with key features of a business-as-usual scenario called 

the ‘standard run’ scenario which results in collapse of the global system midway through the 21st century.” 

He later updated his examination of The Limits and concluded again that the business-as-usual scenario 

“aligns well with historical data that has been updated in this paper” (Turner, 2014).  

Health Impacts on Inuit 

of Climate Change 

For Inuit, the health concerns from climate change include 

disruptions to our livelihoods and cultural practices, 

disruptions to our access to both wild and market foods, 

and increased death and injuries from unpredictable ice 

and weather conditions. We also face the increased 

distribution, frequency and risk of food-borne, water-

borne, insect and parasite-borne diseases; increased heat 

stress and skin damage; and increased respiratory 

challenges from new allergens and forest fires experienced 

hundreds and even thousands of miles from their source. 

********** 

We face magnified health impacts from new and emerging 

environmental contaminant pathways and relocations and 

displacements due to sea level rise and coastal erosion. 

These health effects, whether direct or indirect, lead to 

unique emotional and mental distress including impacts 

tied to a loss of sense of place, changing cultural practices, 

and decreasing ability to travel safely or reliably on land or 

ice. 

National Inuit Climate Change Strategy  

Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami (2019) 
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More than a decade ago, the Board of the UN’s Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, in summarizing this major 

UN report, stated: 

“At the heart of this assessment is a stark warning. Human activity is putting such strain on the natural 

functions of Earth that the ability of the planet’s ecosystems to sustain future generations can no longer be 

taken for granted.” (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005) 

Since then, the situation has generally worsened, and in mid-2020, at the time of writing, there has been a 

flurry of sobering reports about the severity of our situation. People are beginning to openly raise the question 

as to whether these global ecological changes – and particularly climate change – pose an existential threat to 

humanity, and thus of course to health. 

• In a report for the Australian independent think tank Breakthrough (aka the National Centre for 
Climate Restoration), the authors – one of whom was formerly an international oil, gas and coal 
industry executive and chairman of the Australian Coal Association – found: 

“Human-induced climate change is an existential risk to human civilisation: an adverse outcome 

that will either annihilate intelligent life or permanently and drastically curtail its potential, 

unless carbon emissions are rapidly reduced.” (Spratt and Dunlop, 2018) 

• U.N. Secretary-General António Guterres (2018) wrote “Climate change is the defining issue of our 
time – and we are at a defining moment. We face a direct existential threat… If we do not change 

course by 2020, we risk missing the point where we can avoid runaway climate change, with 
disastrous consequences for people and all the natural systems that sustain us”. As I write this, we 
are in mid-2020, and we have not changed course.   

• In commenting on the summary report of the global assessment of Biodiversity and Ecosystem 
Services by the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services 
(IPBES), Sir Robert Watson, the chair of IPBES, stated: 

“The health of ecosystems on which we and all other species depend is deteriorating more rapidly 

than ever. We are eroding the very foundations of our economies, livelihoods, food security, 

health and quality of life worldwide.” (Watson, 2019) 

Clearly these statements are very worrying, and they are not popular; nobody likes to think or talk about bad 

news, whether it be a diagnosis of cancer at an individual level or an existential threat to humanity. This 

reluctance is well illustrated in a paper from the Institute of Leadership and Sustainability (IFLAS) at the 

University of Cumbria in the UK (Bendell, 2018). The author, a Professor of Sustainability Leadership for 

many years, has concluded that we face “an inevitable near term social collapse due to climate change” and 

that this calls for ‘deep adaptation’. However, he reports that the paper was rejected by a peer-reviewed 

journal in part because a reviewer did not want to dishearten readers.  
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In a recent blog, published 15th June 2020, he notes: 

“Over the past year more scientists have spoken candidly about the implications for humanity of recent 

climate observations and research. They have begun to warn more clearly of the potential and even likelihood 

of societal collapse due to the direct and indirect impacts of dangerous climate change.” (Bendell, 2020) 

He then lists a number of these warnings coming from leading earth system and climate system scientists.  

If climate change in particular and the broader, overlapping and intersecting ecological changes of the 

Anthropocene in general are an existential threat, that makes them a far more serious to the health of the 

population than COVID-19, more on a par with the Black Death.  In fact, only two things pose a truly 

comparable global serious existential threat: All-out nuclear war or an asteroid strike of similar magnitude to 

the one that created the last great extinction, 65 million years ago. 

Ensuring we do not continue down this path has profound implications for our current way of life, at all levels 

from the personal to the global, requiring transformational change if we are to remain within the carrying 

capacity of the Earth while ensuring good health and a good quality of life for all – not just in Canada, but 

globally. 
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2. Transformative Change 

“Every system is perfectly designed to get the results it gets”2 

Institute for Healthcare Improvement 

 

If it is true that ‘every system is perfectly designed to achieve the results it gets’, then we must conclude our 

current system is perfectly designed to plunder the planet and undermine the Earth systems that are our life 

support systems and that underpin our societies and economies. It is also perfectly designed to create obscene 

levels of inequality and impoverishment that impair the health and shorten the lives of millions of people 

around the world – including here in Canada. In short, our present societal system is not fit for purpose in 

the 21st century.  

Of course, this raises the question – ‘what is the purpose 

of society?’, something that has concerned philosophers 

and societies for millennia. But from a population health 

perspective, perhaps Cicero said it best: 

"Salus populi suprema lex” 

The health of the people shall be the supreme law 

Cicero, in De Legibus, approx 44 BC  

Or we can turn to Thomas Jefferson: 

“The care of human life and happiness and not their 

destruction is the first and only legitimate object of 

good government.” 

(Thomas Jefferson to the Republicans of Washington 

County, Maryland, 31 March 1809) 

To these largely anthropocentric views we must now add the wellbeing of the Earth’s ecosystems, both in 

their own right – we do not have the right to destroy ecosystems and other species (a point we will return to) 

-  and because they are the ultimate determinants of the health of human populations. To put it succinctly, 

we need to organise society “to meet all people's needs within the means of the living planet” (Raworth, 2017). 

  

 
2 Variously attributed to quality-improvement guru W. Edwards Deming; Dr. Don Berwick, President and CEO of the Institute for Health Improvement, or Dr. 

Paul Batalden, one time Director of The Center for Leadership and Improvement in The Dartmouth Institute for Health Policy and Clinical Practice (Susan Carr: “A 
Quotation with a Life of Its Own”, http://www.psqh.com/julaug08/editor.html ) 

"Salus populi suprema lex” 

Let the good of the people be the supreme law 

Cicero, in De Legibus, approx 44 BC 

 

 (Entrance to NSW Health Department, Sydney, Australia – Photo: 

Trevor Hancock) 

http://www.psqh.com/julaug08/editor.html
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The current system, however, is incapable of achieving that purpose, and indeed undermines it. But one of 

the unanticipated impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic is that it has to some extent revealed the price many 

pay for our way of life. Suddenly air quality has improved, if only temporarily (Selvam, Muthukumar, 

Venkatramanan et al., 2020; Adams, 2020). We can breathe the air, see the mountains, hear the birds (see 

Text Box in section 2m), and deaths and disease from air pollution have declined; one preliminary estimate 

for China suggests “improved air quality during the quarantine period avoided a total of 8911 NO2-related 

deaths [while the ] reduction in PM2·5… avoided a total of 3214 PM2·5-related deaths”  

Suddenly life for some is slower-paced and less stressful; working at home has meant more time at home 

with family and in the community for some, but on the other hand, for many others there has been job and 

income loss, absence of basic services such as schools or public transit and many other social and economic 

challenges. 

Vingilis, Beirness, Boase et al. (2020) report “no published articles have been found on the economic 

downturn effects of COVID-19 on road fatalities”; they note anecdotal reports suggest reduced travel has 

meant significant reductions in motor vehicle crash mortality in at least some jurisdictions in the USA, but 

increases in others. Agence France Presse, meanwhile, reported “deaths from road accidents were down 39.6 

percent across the country in March [2020] compared to the same month last year”.  

We have learned that many of our essential workers are woefully undervalued, under-paid and with stressful 

job insecurity, while the adequacies – or inadequacies – of our governance systems have been starkly revealed. 

We have seen how racism, sexism, poverty, and other social forms of inequity have led to certain populations 

being disproportionately impacted and we can expect these patterns to play out within ecological crises too if 

nothing changes. We have come to appreciate the value of community goodwill and respect, of good 

governance with strong social support mechanisms, and of local people, businesses and organisations. 

All of this – and much more – has led to increasing calls to use the ‘COVID pause’ to re-think our way of life 

and our economy. We see calls for us to ‘build back better’, (Florizone and Vaughan, 2020); not to ‘roar back’ 

to a harmful economy, but to ‘bounce forward’ to a green, just and healthy recovery (Hancock, 2020a, 2020b). 

Writing about climate change and capitalism, Naomi Klein (2014) said ‘this changes everything’; what really 

changes everything is not just climate change but the entire range of ecological and social challenges of the 

Anthropocene.  

The social, economic and – ultimately – cultural changes needed to move from our present unfit societal 

system to one that is fit for purpose in the 21st century are profound, and require significant shifts in our core 

values, as discussed towards the end of this section. 

It may be best to think of cultural evolution as a process of paradigm shift, a profound shift in our deep 

metaphors, core values and  social norms leading to societal transformation, through a process in which we 

deliberately seek and promote cascades of social tipping points, as discussed in the next sections. 

  

https://www.barrons.com/news/france-traffic-deaths-down-40-during-virus-confinement-01586612404
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a) Paradigms and Paradigm Shift 

We all have certain ways of seeing the world which are both unique to ourselves in some ways but also widely 

shared with others, shaped by our shared culture and understanding. In broad terms there are ‘Western’, 

‘Eastern’ Indigenous and other ways of seeing and understanding the world, which can be described as 

paradigms.  

A paradigm is, in a narrow sense “a pattern or model, an exemplar; a typical instance of something, an 

example” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2005) The concept of paradigms was popularised by Kuhn (1962) in 

writing about scientific revolutions; he defined a paradigm as "universally recognized scientific achievements 

that, for a time, provide model problems and solutions for a community of practitioners”. But importantly, 

what underpins a paradigm, he noted, are “shared preconceptions . . . that embody both hidden assumptions 

and elements that he describes as quasi-metaphysical” (Pasinetti, n.d.). The concept of paradigm was taken 

up by other disciplines and applied to “the idea of “major cultural themes, worldviews, ideologies, and 

mindsets” (Pasinetti, n.d.). 

Globally, the current dominant culture, as discussed earlier, is ‘modernization (Kumar, n.d.), with the 

dominant economic model being Western-style free enterprise capitalism. The application of this paradigm 

has gone hand-in-hand with colonisation, colonialism,  racism and the suppression of other, Indigenous 

cultures around the world. And as noted earlier, it ‘is perfectly designed to achieve the results it gets’, which 

include massive and rapid global ecological changes and obscene levels of inequality that undermine and 

threaten the health of the world’s human and non-human populations. 

So it seems we need a ‘paradigm shift’, a change in shared 

worldviews, which in scientific terms is a scientific revolution, 

but in cultural terms would be a cultural revolution – or perhaps 

evolution. Kuhn noted that such shifts occur when there is a 

growing recognition of ‘anomalies’ that don’t fit within the 

existing model (such as the observation that continued economic 

growth and fossil fuel combustion are not good but are harmful).  

A paradigm shift requires a new model that better reconciles the 

new observations (a new economic model, for example, as 

discussed below) and a new language that expresses the new 

ideas (think of the idea of a steady state economy, or expressing 

our place in the natural world in terms of “all our relations” – 

meaning all the other species with whom we share the 

environment). It also requires a generational change, Kuhn 

noted, because the older generation generally is unable to let go 

of the old paradigm and embrace the new one; think of Greta Thunberg and all the other the young people 

leading the climate strikes.   

Paradigm Paralysis 

“Paradigm paralysis is usually a block to creativity, 

innovation and change (Gelatt,  1993), and has 

been shown to lead to breaches in ethical behavior 

in business and organizational contexts 

(Robinson-Easley & Anne, 2017)… 

Paradigm paralysis has been shown to be both 

situational and linked to individual and group 

(cultural) characteristics (Everett, 2012) in that 

people and groups can fall into paradigm paralysis 

whilst thinking about a particular issue or as a 

result of the culture they are part of, or as a general 

reaction to uncertainty or ambiguity (Wilkinson 

2006).” 

Source: The Oxford Review Encyclopaedia of Terms 



Think Globally, Act Locally 
Public Health and the Anthropocene 

Evidence Review 

 

22 

 

But the problem is that it is the older generation that holds power and is vested in the current system. They 

suffer from what has been called ‘paradigm paralysis’ (see Text Box); “the refusal or inability to think or see 

outside or beyond the current framework or way of thinking or seeing or perceiving things . . . a general lack 

of cognitive flexibility and adaptability of thinking”. 

So how do we bring about a shift in our world view, in the dominant culture? And how do we do so in a 

profound and rapid way because we face an existential threat.  

 

b) Cultural Evolution and Value Shift 

“The core idea of cultural evolution is that cultural change constitutes an evolutionary process that shares 

fundamental similarities with – but also differs in key ways from – genetic evolution. As such, human 

behavior is shaped by both genetic and cultural evolution.” 

Cultural Evolution Society (n.d., a) 

Like all living systems, cultures evolve, whether in adaptive or mal-adaptive ways; the concept of cultural 

evolution is hardly new. What is new, according to Brewer (2017), is “our capacity to integrate established 

knowledge and proven practices to tackle the full complexity of large-scale social change”. He maintains that 

“Every domain of applied knowledge that changes society is applied cultural evolution” and that the 

knowledge of cultural evolution “can be applied to real-world social problems at community scales”.  

In fact, “all public policies attempt to accomplish cultural change in a practical sense to reach their various 

objectives” (Cultural Evolution Society, n.d., b) and that includes public health which, he argues, “is an applied 

science devoted to the cultural evolution of community-scale health and wellbeing” Brewer (2017).  

So we need to be thinking about how to bring about profound and rapid cultural change, which will require 

“activating contagious and fast-spreading processes of social and technological change within the next few 

years” (Otto et al., 2019). But if we are to do so, we must recognise that we are engaged in what Andrew 

Hoffman, the Holcim Professor of Sustainable Enterprise at the School of Business, University of Michigan, 

argues has become a culture war (Hoffman, 2012), based on a “cultural schism”.  

In How Culture Shapes the Climate Debate, Hoffman (2018) notes that we “develop worldviews that are 

consistent with the values held by others within the groups with which we self-identify” and that as a result 

we “gravitate towards opinions that fit with those of the people with whom we identify”.  As a result, “our 

cognitive filters reflect our cultural identity” and our “cultural identity can overpower scientific reasoning”, 

leading us to ignore information that does not fit with our ideological views and cultural identity.  

Ellsworth (1997) calls this ‘ignore-ance’, which she defined as "an active dynamic of negation, an active refusal 

of information”; it is something we see very clearly in political and corporate leaders – and their followers – 

that deny the reality of climate change and/or the role humans play in causing climate change, not to mention 

all the other aspects global ecological change discussed earlier.   
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By way of illustration, consider the political/ideological polarisation between left and right in Canada on the 

issue of climate change. A 2018 poll (Angus Reid Institute, 2018) found a remarkable split among voters based 

on their party affiliation: 

• Overall, 66% of voters agree “climate change is a fact and mostly caused by human activity”, but while 
85% of past NDP (social democratic) voters and 81% of past Liberal (centrist) voters agree, only 5% 
of past Conservative voters agree. 

• Conversely, 21% of Conservative, but only 5% of Liberal and 3% of NDP past voters agree that “climate 
change is a theory that has not yet been proven”. 

However, a 2019 survey by Positive Energy, an energy research program at the University of Ottawa (Bird, 

Gattinger and Lachapelle, 2020) found that “Canadians’ opinions are more often fragmented than they are 

polarized” and that where they are polarised “in many instances, this is moderate (and) . . . not hardened at 

either end of the spectrum”. But there are strong differences, amounting to polarisation, when it comes to a 

carbon tax (40% of Conservative supporters strongly opposed it, while “about one in four Liberal, NDP, Bloc 

Québécois and Green supporters are strongly in favour”) and pipelines (“More than a third of Conservative 

supporters strongly agree that the benefits of pipelines outweigh the risks, while close to a third of NDP, 

Green, and Bloc Québécois supporters strongly disagree”). 

Unfortunately, one of the major errors many scientists and academics make is that they seem to believe that 

if they just present the facts, the data, the science, then people will act rationally and make the right decisions. 

If that were the case, we would have had good climate policy a couple of decades ago, and many other policies 

that would be moving us towards a more sustainable future.  

But we have known about most of the problems we face for decades, we have monitored them as they have 

gotten worse, and we have mostly also known for decades the technological solutions we need to develop and 

deploy. So, it is not knowledge, science or technology that we lack. Our failure to act on what we know is not 

a failure of science or technology, but a failure of cultural values and social and political will and imagination.  

In other words, the challenges we face, and the solutions we require are very human, and thus they lie beyond 

the realm of the natural sciences, in the realm of the social sciences, the humanities and the arts; in business 

and community, law and ethical principles of justice, politics and economics, faith and philosophy. 

The reality is that if people make decisions based to a large extent upon their beliefs, values, ideologies and 

opinions, we need to move beyond just presenting hard science and data (‘head stuff’) to engage with people 

emotionally, reaching not just their minds but their hearts, instincts and spirit (Hancock, 2019a). 
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c) Social Norms, Social Tipping Points and Virtuous Cascades 

“We need to reach a social tipping point, before we reach a planetary one”  

(Steffen, quoted in Pearce, 2019) 

It is one thing to speak of the need for cultural evolution, quite another to bring it about. It will mean triggering 

multiple and rapid changes in widely accepted worldviews and social norms, and the underlying values that 

shape these worldviews and norms. A social norm is “a shared expectation of behaviour that is considered 

culturally desirable and/or appropriate”. While not a rule or regulation per se, “people come to act in 

conformity with the norms of their society” (Scott, 2014).  

Social norms are very familiar to public health practitioners. For example, for many decades smoking was a 

social norm, allowed anywhere and marketed as a high-status activity; other health-related social norms used 

to include dumping sewage in the open, spitting in public, and drinking and driving. All of these and many 

other health-damaging social norms have been challenged and changed, including, right now, social norms 

about physical distancing, large gatherings and wearing face masks. 

In broader societal terms, we have seen several fairly profound shifts in social norms in recent years, most 

notably perhaps around the acceptance of gay rights and gay marriage, as well as medical assistance in dying; 

we may be seeing another around meat eating. This is an area where public health has much experience. 

Many of these changes, while years in the making, appeared to happen quite suddenly when they finally 

occurred. They can be thought of as social tipping points, the social equivalent of the climate tipping points 

described earlier.  

The concept of social tipping points has been around since the 

1960s but was popularized by Gladwell (2000) in his book 

‘The Tipping Point’.  But now a growing body of research is 

looking at how to bring about such rapid shifts in social 

norms, not only with respect to climate change but more 

broadly with the massive and rapid ecological changes of the 

Anthropocene that we have triggered.  

Milkoreit, Hodbod, Baggio et al. (2018) proposed a definition 

of social tipping points as points within a socio-ecological 

system 

“at which a small quantitative change inevitably triggers a non-linear change in the social component of the 

SES, driven by self-reinforcing positive-feedback mechanisms, that inevitably and often irreversibly lead to 

a qualitatively different state of the social system.”   

Triggering Positive Tipping Points 

“Climate change and biosphere degradation have 

advanced to the point where we are already 

triggering damaging environmental tipping points, 

and to avoid worse ones ahead will require finding 

and triggering positive tipping points towards 

sustainability in coupled social, ecological and 

technological systems.” 

Lenton (2020) 
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Otto et al (2019) discuss social tipping dynamics that  

“manifest as spreading processes in complex social networks of behaviors, opinions, knowledge, technologies 

and social norms, including spreading processes of structural change and reorganization. These spreading 

processes resemble contagious dynamics observed in epidemiology that spread through social networks. 

Once triggered, such processes can be irreversible and difficult to stop.” 

The question now is whether we can better understand how such tipping points occur in complex social 

systems and whether we can increase the likelihood they will occur, ideally triggering a ‘virtuous cascade’ of 

tipping points, resulting in societal transformation (Cascade Institute, 2020; Hancock, 2020c). 

This work is what the recently established Cascade Institute at Royal Roads University in Victoria BC is 

designed to do; its goal is “to trigger… a fundamental, positive, and rapid change in humanity’s trajectory”.  

To do so the Institute will work to identify high-leverage intervention points in cognitive, institutional, and 

technological systems - potential social tipping points - and also practical ways to exploit such intervention 

points at all levels, from the local to the global. If effectively exploited, these interventions could trigger a 

virtuous cascade of cultural and societal changes that could shift global civilization away from a path that 

leads to calamity and towards one that leads to fair and sustainable prosperity (Cascade Institute, 2020). 

 

d) Folk-bildung 

The challenge of creating widespread cultural evolution is not new. Indeed, it was successfully attempted in 

the Nordic countries in the late 19th and early 20th century, through a process known as ‘folk-bildung’. The 

concept, the process, and the implications for the 21st century are discussed in ‘The Nordic Secret’ (Andersen 

and Björkman, 2017; Reams, 2018).  

Bildung is the concept of ‘self-cultivation’ emanating from Germany in the 18th and 19th centuries that 

involved the linking of philosophy and education  

“…in a manner that refers to a process of both personal and cultural maturation. This maturation is 

described as a harmonization of the individual's mind and heart and in a unification of selfhood and identity 

within the broader society” (Wikipedia, n.d.). 

While focused primarily on the self, the individual, in the Nordic countries this approach became the basis 

of a system of adult education through Folk Schools (‘folk’ in the Norse languages means ‘the public’, as in 

folkhelse – public health), intended to “lift society from the bottom” – in other words,  the collective, the 

whole population (Nordic Bildung, 2020). Anderson and Björkman (2017)   
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“…make the case that the success of the Nordic countries – not least the successful transition from poor 

agricultural to rich industrialized countries – was due to a very specific and targeted political project: key 

cultural and political figures in the 1800s saw the need for enculturation and personal emancipation of the 

rural population. … In order for all these people to develop that kind of identification and national loyalty 

and cohesion, they needed a richer and more complex inner world. They needed to develop a sense of 

responsibility towards self and society; they needed moral, emotional and cognitive development. They 

needed what is called ego-development in modern psychological terms.” (pp. 7 – 8) 

They have now established an institute to develop these ideas in the modern-day context, because the process 

of Folk-bildung  “is grounded in creating healthy institutions for and in helping people in a society make 

meaning during large scale societal transformations”. The institute has five tasks (Nordic Bildung, 2020): 

1. To develop new models, ideas and visions for societies and the globe of the future. 

2. To share these with as many people as possible in order for them to challenge our thinking and come 
up with better solutions. 

3. To provide knowledge and venues that can empower people in order for them to make the best possible 
changes and adjustments in their own lives, in their societies and for the globe as a whole. 

4. To reach people in all walks of life. 

5. To contribute to a flourishing planet, flourishing societies and circumstances that allow individuals to 
flourish too. 

One way to  create widespread and rapid cultural evolution, reaching people in all walks of life, may be to 

develop and implement this approach in Canada, thus contributing to a flourishing planet, flourishing 

societies and circumstances that allow individuals to flourish too. 

 

e) Indigenous Values, Beliefs, Worldviews and Knowledge 

Many of the values we need to cultivate are not new, but old, rooted in the values and traditions of Indigenous, 

racialized, and colonized people. Indigenous values and ways of thinking are embodied in “Waiora – 

Indigenous Peoples’ Statement for Planetary Health and Sustainable Development”, a product of the 2019 

IUHPE World Conference on Health Promotion in Rotorua, Aotearoa New Zealand (IUHPE, 2019). The 

Statement puts it succinctly: 

“Core features of Indigenous worldviews are the interactive relationship between spiritual and material 

realms, intergenerational and collective orientations, that Mother Earth is a living being – a ‘person’ with 

whom we have special relationships that are a foundation for identity, and the interconnectedness and 

interdependence between all that exists, which locates humanity as part of Mother Earth’s ecosystems 

alongside our relations in the natural world.”   
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The Statement concludes: 

“Engaging with indigenous worldviews and bodies of knowledge provides opportunities to find solutions to 

this most pressing threat and ways forward to promote the health of Mother Earth and sustainable 

development.  

We call on the health promotion community and the wider global community to make space for and 

privilege Indigenous peoples’ voices and Indigenous knowledges in taking action with us to promote 

the health of Mother Earth and sustainable development for the benefit of all.” 

In fact New Zealand, with its strong Maori people and traditions and its British-based constitutional, political 

and legal framework, provides a useful model for what might be done here in Canada. The fact that the 

country is now known as Aotearoa New Zealand is itself significant, although we should recall that “the name 

‘Canada’ likely comes from the Huron-Iroquois word ‘kanata’, meaning ‘village’ or ‘settlement’” (Government 

of Canada, 2020). 

It is particularly noteworthy that Aotearoa New Zealand “has upheld the Maori cosmological view of nature 

as an ancestor and devised a legal framework for better protecting its interests” by granting legal recognition 

as persons to both the Whanganui river and the Te Urewera region—previously a national park (Magallanes, 

2015).  The 2014 Act that established Te Urewera states it “has all the rights, powers, duties, and liabilities of 

a legal person”, with those rights “exercised and performed on behalf of, and in the name of, Te Urewera by Te 

Urewera Board”. 

In addition, in 2019 New Zealand became the first country – at least among the high-income countries – to 

create a budget based on wellbeing (Government of New Zealand, 2019).3 Both these and related legal and 

economic transformations are discussed in the next section. 

While Canada has not yet declared any of its lands or rivers to be persons, Indigenous traditions in Canada 

are very consistent with all that is noted above.  There is moreover a growing discussion, both in Canada and 

globally, on the role of traditional knowledge in analysing and interpreting environmental issues and 

challenges. 

Greenwood and de Leeuw (2007) argue that  

“the health and well-being of Indigenous children, their communities, and ultimately their nations arises 

from this connection with the land and from a strength of culture that grows from this connectivity”.  

Clearly, the environment, for Indigenous people, is not something ‘out there’ but is something they relate to 

as an integral part of their culture. Indeed, Greenwood and de Leeuw argue, “systemic marginalizations faced 

by Indigenous peoples [are linked] to issues such as loss of land and culture”.   

 

3 In her Budget message Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern commented “while economic growth is important – and something we will continue to 

pursue – it alone does not guarantee improvements to our living standards”. She went on to note “Nor does it measure the quality of economic 

activity or take into account who benefits and who is left out or left behind”.  
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And as Loppie and Wien (2011) point out: “Several Indigenous authors contend that the historic trauma 

experienced by many Aboriginal peoples is rooted in this dislocation from the land”.  

Expanding on this, they note  

“Unfortunately, the past 500 years have witnessed a rapid transition from a healthy relationship with the 

natural world to one of dispossession and disempowerment. Aboriginal peoples are no longer stewards of 

their traditional territories, nor are they permitted to share in the profits from the extraction and 

manipulation of natural resources. Finally, contamination of wildlife, fish, vegetation and water have forced 

Aboriginal peoples further from the natural environments that once sustained community health”. 

One particularly important further way in which this relationship is currently being changed can be seen in 

the impacts of climate change on the Inuit and other peoples of the North (Cunsolo, 2017; Cunsolo and Ellis, 

2018). Cunsolo and Ellis identify three aspects of such grief, all of which are found among the Inuit of 

Nunatsiavut, Labrador with whom they have worked: 

• grief associated with physical ecological losses (land, ecosystems and species),  
• grief associated with disruptions to environmental knowledge and loss of identity, and  
• grief associated with anticipated future ecological losses. 

Thus it is central to this discussion that the central importance of the Land is recognised in the UN Declaration 

on the Rights of Indigenous People (UNDRIP) – see Text Box.  

Traditional Indigenous knowledge is increasingly recognized as 

important in decision-making, alongside conventional Western 

scientific knowledge. This was explicitly recognised by Crown-

Indigenous Relations and Northern Affairs Canada (CIRNAC) in its 

2019 Policy on Scientific and Indigenous Knowledge Integrity, which 

includes the following statements: 

• CIRNAC will strive to safeguard, incorporate, and respect the 
multitude of perspectives Indigenous knowledge and culture 
provides to science and decision-making. 

• As such, this policy speaks to scientific integrity, while 
acknowledging the need for, and importance of Indigenous 
voices, including First Nations, Métis, and Inuit. (CIRNAC, 
2019) 

Among other things, the Department commits “that Indigenous 

Knowledge will be given due consideration alongside science in decision-making, and will be used to the 

benefit of Indigenous people and communities”.   

UN Declaration on the Rights 

of Indigenous People 

(UNDRIP), 2007 

(Adopted by Canada in 2016) 

Article 25: (25) – Indigenous peoples have 

the right to maintain & strengthen their 

distinctive spiritual relationship with their 

traditional owned or otherwise occupied & 

used lands… 

Article 259 (1): Indigenous peoples have the 

right to the conservation & protection of the 

environment & the productive capacity of 

their land… 

https://www.rcaanc-cirnac.gc.ca/eng/1575567784632/1575567805298
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Beyond this, Parkes (2013) argues that the emergence of holistic models of health and integrative approaches 

to health such as ecohealth are  

“(re)expressions of ancient knowledge – rekindling holistic views of health and wellbeing that have 

been cultivated by Aboriginal peoples for millennia” 

Including, in particular, a shift from viewing the environment simply as an exploitable resource to “a view of 

the ecosystem as life source and a not-negotiable foundation for all life”. 

The adoption of this and similar worldviews and values are what we will need if we are to successfully manage 

our lives and health in the Anthropocene.  

 

f) Legal Approaches: The Right to A Healthy Environment and More 

The traditional public health approach to environmental health, as with occupational health, has been largely 

a health protection approach, focused on protecting people from hazardous conditions and contaminants one 

at a time. But if we want to ensure a healthy and sustainable future, we need a health promotion approach.  

So just as we did with tobacco, where the approach became focused on creating healthy, smoke-free 

environments based on the right to be free of tobacco smoke, we now need to pursue a more profound range 

of legal remedies, including putting in place the right to a healthy environment. If we have a right to be free 

of tobacco smoke, why don’t we have a right to breathe clean air (and drink clean water and eat clean food)? 

Moreover, this right is not just for people alive today, but must ensure the right of future generations to a 

healthy environment, which incurs a duty on us today, and it must also include the right of other species and 

indeed entire ecosystems to exist. Finally, we need to consider creating the offence of ‘ecocide’ as a crime 

against peace or an environmental crime against humanity. 

The right to a healthy environment was first suggested at the First UN Conference on the Environment in 

Stockholm in 1972. The UNEP (2019a) reported that “150 countries have enshrined environmental 

protection or the right to a healthy environment in their constitutions”; Canada is not one of them (Figure 

2). Indeed David Boyd, a Canadian and the current UN Special Rapporteur on human rights and the 

environment has previously noted that the 44 nations that have no such rights or duties include the USA, 

the UK and 27 former British colonies, including Canada and Australia (Boyd, 2012).   
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Figure 2 Countries with the constitutionally protected or constitutional provisions for the right to a healthy environment. What 

are your environmental rights? UNEP (accessed 20 August 2020) 

 

However, while there has been “a 38-fold increase in environmental laws put in place since 1972, failure to 

fully implement and enforce these laws is one of the greatest challenges to mitigating climate change, reducing 

pollution and preventing widespread species and habitat loss” (UNEP, 2019b). So, it is not enough to have the 

right, it must be enforced.  

In pursuing inter-generational rights, we recognize that we have a duty to future generations to ensure 

their right to a healthy environment. In 2015 the Welsh government adopted the Well-Being of Future 

Generations Act. The Act recognizes that “Sustainable development is about improving the way that we can 

achieve our economic, social, environmental and cultural well-being” and places a legal duty on all public 

bodies, including Ministers, to carry out sustainable development, including setting and publishing wellbeing 

objectives. Ministers are required to set national indicators, publish annual progress reports, and respond 

publicly to recommendations from the Future Generations Commissioner for Wales.  

In addition, the Act requires, Ministers to publish a ‘Future Trends Report’ within twelve months of an election 

(Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2015). This report must contain “predictions of likely future 

trends in social, economic, environmental and cultural well-being of Wales”, taking into account “the UN’s 

sustainable development goals and the impact of climate change on Wales” (Future Generations Commissioner 

for Wales, 2015).   

https://www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/environmental-rights-and-governance/what-we-do/advancing-environmental-rights/what-0
https://www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/environmental-rights-and-governance/what-we-do/advancing-environmental-rights/what-0


Think Globally, Act Locally 
Public Health and the Anthropocene 

Evidence Review 

 

31 

 

But we need to go beyond recognizing the right of people to live in a healthy environment, to consider the 

rights of other species and of nature itself, including the right to exist. Boyd (2017) reports that courts in 

some countries have recognized that “endangered species have the legal right to exist”. 

The notion of granting ‘standing’ before the courts to aspects of the environment was recognized in a 

dissenting opinion by US Supreme Court Justice William Douglas in a 1972 case involving the Sierra Club. He 

argued that “the idea of an environmental entity having a locus standi wasn’t all that outlandish since 

inanimate objects like ships and corporate entities were already recognized as an acceptable adversary for an 

array of adjudicatory processes” (Khandelwal, 2020) 

In addition to New Zealand, as noted earlier, Khandelwal (2020) reports at least three other countries (India, 

Bolivia, Ecuador) have similarly “come up with diverse conceptions of environment as a judicial personality”. 

Finally, there is a movement to establish ecocide4 as “the fifth crime against peace at the UN and under 

the jurisdiction of the International Criminal Court (ICC)”. The concept is very simple; while it is possible 

to sue corporations, or even governments for environmental harm, these are only civil offences: “making 

ecocide a crime creates an arrestable offence.  It makes those individuals who are responsible for funding, 

permitting or causing severe environmental harm liable to criminal prosecution” (Stop Ecocide). 

Moreover, in 2016 the ICC announced “a shift in focus toward assessing crimes that result in ‘the destruction 

of the environment or of protected objects’” (Durney, 2018), although there is doubt as to whether the court 

has jurisdiction over environmental damage other than in the context of war (Mistura, 2018).  

 

g) An Economics Fit for Purpose in the Anthropocene 

“Here is a point in time where our institutions are wrong. Our economics is not fit for purpose. The 

outcomes of this economic system are perverse.” 

Tim Jackson, cited in Dietz and O’Neill, 2013 

One of the most important transformations we have to bring about is in our current economic system, which 

as noted earlier is bad for health in two particularly important respects germane to the topic of health in the 

Anthropocene: It undermines the ecological determinants of health and also heightens inequity.   

Conflicts between public health and the economic sector are hardly new. Merchants in the city-states of 

Renaissance Italy complained about the activities of public health officials, as did those officials about the 

merchants (Cipolla, 1976), while there were many disputes between the new industrialists and other 

conservative elements and public health reformers in the 19th century.   

 
4 Ecocide is the extensive damage to, destruction of or loss of ecosystem(s) of a given territory, whether by human agency or by other causes, to 

such an extent that peaceful enjoyment by the inhabitants of that territory has been or will be severely diminished. (Ecocide Law) 

https://www.stopecocide.earth/
https://ecocidelaw.com/the-law/what-is-ecocide/
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See for example Prussia, where Virchow’s report on the social economic and political factors underling the 

typhus epidemic in Upper Silesia was not well received by the Prussian government (Brown and Fee, 2006) 

or Britain, where the opposition to public health reforms noted by Porter (1993) has a very contemporary ring 

to it: 

“Opposition… came… from outraged defenders of local government autonomy and those who opposed 

‘despotic interference’ in the lives of individuals and the free relations of the economic market. The Tory 

[conservative] press raged against ‘paternalistic’ government”. 

But the perspective of ecological economics is less familiar to the public health community – hence a recent 

introduction to ecological economics (Hancock, 2019b) published by the National Collaborating Centre for 

Healthy Public Policy.  

Ecological economics has been defined as:  

The study of relationships and interactions between economies and the ecosystems that support them. 

It is an interdisciplinary collaboration of economics, ecology and other social and natural sciences that 

aims to understand what sustainability is and how it can be achieved. 

 Canadian Society for Ecological Economics (n.d.) 

Among the key issues that distinguish ecological economics are the following: 

• Ecological economics recognises that the Earth is a finite system so we 

cannot expand beyond the Earth’s biophysical limitations; thus there 
are limits to growth. That is why ecological economics is not focused 
on conventional economic growth but on ‘steady state’ or ‘no growth’ 
systems. 

• It follows that the answer to poverty is not growth; we cannot hold 
out the prospect to the world’s poor that we can grow the pie so they 
can have more. So if the pie is not growing “reducing poverty… would 
require the redistribution of income from rich countries to poor 

countries” (Dietz & O’Neill, 2013, p. 26) and, we should add, within countries.  

• Third, ecological economics includes in its understanding of wealth several forms of capital that 

conventional economics ignores. These include  

o natural capital – the Earth’s resources and natural systems that sustain all life on Earth;  

o social capital – the capital that is vested in the way we relate to other people (Coleman, 1988), 
including through informal networks of association and formal programs of social welfare as 
well as the “invisible” social capital that regulates our peaceful co-existence through political, 
judicial and constitutional systems (Hancock, 2001); 

o human capital – the aggregate of the level of human development individuals possess, 
including their knowledge, skills, health and well-being, and capacity for caring, love, 
creativity, and innovation (Hancock, 2001).   

Kenneth Boulding, in his time a 

President of both the American 

Economics Society and the 

American Association for the 

Advancement of Science, observed 

as long ago as 1973, “Anyone who 

believes exponential growth can go 

on forever in a finite world is either 

a madman or an economist”.  

(US Congress, 1973, p. 248) 

http://www.cansee.ca/
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The problem is that “in the current model, the assumption is that all 

these forms of capital may be substituted for each other as long as the 

total stock of wealth does not decline, so it is acceptable to degrade 

these other forms of capital, as long as material or financial capital 

increases” (Hancock, 2019b). 

The model of capital that ecological economic uses is very different 

(Figure 3); note in particular that “manufactured and financial capital are nested within – and thus 

are a subset of – human and social capital, all of which are then nested within and a subset of natural 

capital” (Hancock, 2019b).  

 

Figure 3: The Five Capital Source: Forum for the Future (Reproduced with 

permission), https://www.forumforthefuture.org/the-five-capitals  

• Fourth, ecological economics does not use GDP as a measure of societal progress. In fact, this has been 
a massive strategic error on the part of governments everywhere, despite the fact that Simon Kuznets, 
the key creator of the GDP, warned the US Congress long ago that “the welfare of a nation can . . . 
scarcely be inferred from a measurement of national income” (Kuznets, 1934, p. 7).   

The GDP is a highly misleading indicator for a number of reasons, but particularly because “it fails to 

distinguish between beneficial and harmful economic activity. For example, all the activities in treating 

tobacco-related diseases, oil spills, house fires and other disasters add to GDP” (Hancock, 2019b). 

Moreover, it also fails to include the socially beneficial but non-monetised contributions of home life 

(raising children, caring for family members etc – often ‘women’s work’) and volunteer activities.   

“Ecosystems sustain societies that 

create economies. It does not work 

the other way round.” 

World Wildlife Fund, 2014, p. 8. 

https://www.forumforthefuture.org/the-five-capitals
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Thus ecological economic prefers to use measures such as the Canadian Index of Wellbeing, which tracks 

changes in eight quality of life categories; tellingly, while the GDP rose 38% between 1994 and 2014 the Index 

only increased by 9.9%, (Figure 4).  

 

Figure 4: Canadian Index of Wellbeing – Composite Index, 1994 – 2014. 

Source: Canadian Index of Wellbeing (Reproduced with permission) 

https://uwaterloo.ca/canadian-index-wellbeing/what-we-do/how-it-works/our-index 

In addition to the CIW, a number of other alternatives to GDP have been proposed, including by the Stiglitz 

Commission (Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi, 2009), established by the French government and the OECD (2017).  

• The Stiglitz Commission noted  “it has long been clear that GDP is an inadequate metric to gauge well-
being over time particularly in its economic, environmental, and social dimensions, some aspects of 
which are often referred to as sustainability.” 

• The OECD’s 'How's Life' framework, part of its ‘Better Life Initiative’ measures well-being “on a multi-
dimensional framework covering 11 dimensions of current well-being (income and wealth, jobs and 
earnings, housing, health, education, work-life balance, environment, social connections, civic 
engagement, safety and subjective well-being) and four different resources for future well-being 
(natural, human, economic and social capital), connections, civic engagement and subjective well-
being.” 

  

https://uwaterloo.ca/canadian-index-wellbeing/what-we-do/how-it-works/our-index
https://www.oecd.org/statistics/better-life-initiative.htm
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We need to transition fairly rapidly to a new ‘Wellbeing 

economy’ - the approach recently adopted in New Zealand 

(Government of New Zealand, 2019). Their new ‘Living 

standards framework’ incorporates the four forms of capital 

(natural, human, social and financial/physical) and identifies 

12 ‘domains of wellbeing’. Notably, their five budget priorities 

for 2019 included a focus on a sustainable  and low-emissions 

economy, support for Indigenous people, reducing child 

poverty, improving child wellbeing and supporting mental 

wellbeing , especially for young people (see Text Box); this is 

an example of what happens when we focus on wellbeing as a 

guide to public policy. 

 

h) Nature Contact 

Nature is important to humans; renowned Harvard entomologist and socio-biologist E. O. Wilson suggests 

there is “an innate tendency of humans to focus on life and lifelike processes” (Wilson, 1984, p 1), a 

phenomenon he calls biophilia (literally ‘love of life’)5; elsewhere he refers to it as an “innate emotional 

affiliation of human beings to other living organisms“ (Wilson 1993, p. 31) or an “inborn affinity human beings 

have for other forms of life“ (Wilson 1994, p. 360). 

The basic argument is straightforward: We evolved in nature and almost all our evolutionary history, except 

for the past couple of hundred years, has been spent in and as part of natural environments. So evolutionarily, 

we are conditioned to respond to the natural environment, something that is apparent in our love of nature 

as exhibited in our art, our incorporation of nature in our built environment and even in our interior 

decoration – why do so many of us have gardens and house plants? 

But since the first cities appeared 5,000 years ago, we have become an urban species. It was not until 1920 

that any country reached the point where a majority of its population was urban (the USA was first); the 

world reached 50% in the early 21st century (Ritchie and Roser, 2018).  

Problematically, however, our urban status has led to a growing separation from and alienation from nature, 

with an increasing concern about the consequences for physical, mental and social wellbeing. This was 

crystallised by the publication of ‘Last Child in the Woods’, in which Richard Louv (2005) argued that the lack 

of contact with nature created a condition he called ‘nature deficit disorder’.  

 
5 But first used by used by the German-born American psychoanalyst Erich Fromm in The Anatomy of Human Destructiveness (1973), in which 

he described it as “the passionate love of life and of all that is alive.” (Rogers, n.d.) 

New Zealand’s Five Budget 

Priorities, 2019 

• Creating opportunities for productive 

businesses, regions, iwi and others to transition 

to a sustainable and low-emissions economy 
• Supporting a thriving nation in the digital age 

through innovation, social and economic 

opportunities 

• Lifting Māori and Pacific incomes, skills and 

opportunities 

• Reducing child poverty and improving child 

wellbeing, including addressing family violence 

• Supporting mental wellbeing for all New 

Zealanders, with a special focus on under 24-

year-olds. 

Source: https://treasury.govt.nz/information-and-

services/nz-economy/living-standards 

https://treasury.govt.nz/information-and-services/nz-economy/living-standards
https://treasury.govt.nz/information-and-services/nz-economy/living-standards
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This created a significant level of public awareness and concern, and since then there has been a growing 

body of work showing a wide variety of mental, physical, emotional and social benefits of nature contact (see 

e.g. Maller, Townsend, Pryor et al, 2005; Kuo, 2010, 2015; Twohig and Jones, 2018), although much remains 

to be discovered (Frumkin, Bratman, Breslow et al., 2017).  This in turn has given rise to a growing interest 

in the health and wellbeing benefits of outdoor play, nature kindergartens, ‘forest bathing’ and other ways to 

increase nature contact, especially for children, and even if this involves some risk.  

As the title of the 2015 ParticipACTION Report Card on Physical Activity for Children and Youth put it, “the 

biggest risk is keeping kids indoors”. As an accompanying Position Statement indicated (Tremblay, Gray, 

Babcock et al., 2015), "Access to active play in nature and outdoors--with its risks--is essential for healthy 

child development”. 

But this is a two-way street. Not only do children need nature, nature needs children; if we raise a generation 

that has no connection with and does not love, cherish, respect and care about nature, why would they protect 

it?  Alienation from nature has consequences for nature, and thus for our own wellbeing, since ultimately, we 

depend on nature.  

There is on final aspect of nature contact that is important; many who experience nature would agree there 

is a spiritual quality to that experience. Nature can be beautiful, a source of peace and tranquility, of reflection 

and contemplation; it can also be awe-inspiring and humbling as we see the power of a river, a storm or a 

volcano, or the immensity of a forest, a canyon, a desert, the ocean or the sky. The only way to develop a 

reverence for nature – a topic discussed next - is to experience nature, its beauty, its sometimes awesome 

power, which is why we need to get kids outdoors – and why we also need to bring nature into our cities and 

our lives. 

 

i) Recovering Reverence for Nature 

One of the reasons frequently cited for the way we treat nature is that we have become separated from and 

have lost our sense of reverence for nature. Thus, we see nature as apart from us, something out there to be 

exploited for our benefit, not as the source of all life and health – ours included. 

Nature contact is not just a physical but an emotional and even spiritual experience. In reviewing the health 

benefits of nature, Kuo (2015) notes that “the experience of nature helps shift individuals toward a state of 

deep relaxation” and that “regular experiences of awe are tied to healthier, lower levels of inflammatory 

cytokine”; note the use of the word ‘awe’ here.  

Many have argued that in order to care more for nature, to cherish and nurture it, we need to re-create a 

connection with nature, both physically and spiritually, and that this in and of itself has health benefits (see 

e.g. Havik, Elands  and van Koppen, 2015; Kulak, 2016). Particularly noteworthy are the clear links between 

these views and the Indigenous worldviews embedded in the Waiora statement referred to earlier (IUHPE, 

2019).   
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Spirituality, it should be noted, has two general themes: “being concerned with life’s most animating and vital 

principle or quality” (life force or energy), and “a broad focus on the immaterial features of life”. Concepts of 

“inner peace” and “a transcendent relationship with that which is sacred in life” are also part of the picture 

(Miller and Thoresen, 2003). 

Ultimately, saving us from ourselves is not a technological but a spiritual quest to live in harmony with and 

as part of—not separate from—nature. Re-discovering the spirit in nature may be one of the more important 

ways for us to address the challenge of the Anthropocene.  

 

j) Connecting to Nature Through the Arts 

Another way in which we connect to the natural world is through the arts. Cold, Kolstad and Larssaether 

(1998) concluded that the roots of aesthetic preferences come from living in nature, that nature and natural 

elements have a positive impact on well-being and health. Frumkin (2001) notes – as have others – that our 

evolution may have given us a preference for a savannah-like landscape “with moderate to high depth or 

openness, relatively smooth or uniform length grassy vegetation or ground surfaces, scattered trees or small 

groupings of trees, and water”. And he adds “savanna-like settings are associated with self-reported feelings 

of “peacefulness,” “tranquility,” or “relaxation”. 

Given the health benefits of nature, it is not surprising that depictions of nature are viewed positively. Indeed, 

the UK’s Countryside Recreation Network  suggests there are three ways in which we derive benefit from 

nature, the first of which is simply viewing nature, as through a window, or in a painting (Pretty, Griffin, 

Peacock et al., 2005). The popularity of landscape painting and nature photography and documentaries 

testifies to this point, and suggests this is another important way to connect people to nature, especially in 

our highly urbanised world.  

A particularly health-based example of the benefits of viewing nature through a window or even as an image 

on the wall was first shown for hospital patients almost 40 years ago (Ulrich, 1984), something he has 

elaborated on since (Ulrich, 2000): 

“The great majority of patients prefer realistic art depicting serene natural environments having 

scattered trees and/or non-turbulent water features . . .  Abstract art, and particularly emotionally 

challenging or provocative works, are consistently disliked by patients”  

and has been further confirmed by Gates (2007). 

Clearly art provides another important way to create attachment to nature, as well as having health benefits 

in its own right.  
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k) Finding hope and seeing opportunity in the Anthropocene 

“Hope is finding positivity in the face of adversity” 

(Dutt and Brcic, 2014) 

As noted earlier there is a substantial and growing literature that suggests we face an existential crisis, and 

this is eliciting both positive and negative responses, including eco-anxiety. While for some, negative 

messages about the challenging future we face can provoke positive action, we know from decades of work in 

the struggle against tobacco use that trying to scare people in to quitting is not very effective. 

So there must be a concern that if faced with no good options people will either just ignore the evidence and 

carry on with business as usual (witness climate change denial), give in to despair or decide to go out in a 

blaze of glory. We have learned from sixty years of fear appeal research that: 

“coping information aimed at increasing perceptions of response effectiveness and especially self-

efficacy is more important in promoting protective action than presenting threatening health 

information aimed at increasing risk perceptions and fear arousal” (Ruiter, Kessels, Peters and Kok, 

2014). 

Peter, Ruiter and Kok (2013) also noted that “threat only had an effect under high efficacy and efficacy only 

had an effect under high threat”. Efficacy, they noted,  

“is one’s ability to negate the harm, a function of the effectiveness of potential response in negating the 

harm (response efficacy) and one’ s capability to enact that response (self-efficacy).”  

But, they continued, if the threat is high but people cannot see an effective response, or feel unable to create 

an effective response, “defensive reactions are predicted, such as denying the severity of or susceptibility to a 

threat.  

In other words, while the threat of the health, social, economic and environmental impacts of the 

Anthropocene is high, there must be an efficacious action that can be offered if the threat message is to be 

effective in creating change.  

Thus it is important to offer hope by identifying the potential health, environmental and social co-benefits of 

acting to reduce our ecological footprint and to point to both the opportunities that such a shift provides and 

examples of actions that are already implemented and working or ready to go.  

Fortunately, there is a growing body of evidence and experience that points to a wide variety of co-benefits of 

a more sustainable future (see e.g. C-40 Cities, 2015) and a large number of ‘shovel-ready’ or already 

implemented changes (see e.g. Project Drawdown), especially at the local level (see e.g. Seeds of Good 

Anthropocenes), as well as an emerging new economy (see e.g WWF, 2019) – which the COVID-19 pandemic 

may be hastening  (Dixson-Decleve,  Lovins, Schellnhuber and Raworth, 2020) and promising early signs of 

important value shifts in the UK (Monbiot, 2020). Some of these points are discussed in more detail in Section 

3.  

https://drawdown.org/
https://goodanthropocenes.net/
https://goodanthropocenes.net/
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There are grounds, then, for hope, if not for optimism.  

 

l) Governance for sustainable, equitable human development  

“Vision is values projected into the future” 

One central question in transforming society is to understand both what business we are in and – perhaps 

more importantly – what business we should be in. More particularly, what business is government in? If the 

business of government is business, growing the economy guided by the GDP, that gets one set of results. But 

as noted earlier, and as the Canadian Index of Wellbeing shows, growth in the GDP does not necessarily 

translate into social wellbeing and progress, especially in high-income countries. 

What if the business of government was instead focused on human and social capital and human and social 

development, to be attained in an indefinitely ecologically sustainable and socially just manner that ensured 

enough for all? How would that change things? And how would that shift in the focus of governance be 

brought about?  

At the root of these questions lie questions of values. It is a society’s underlying social and cultural values and 

norms that are of greatest importance because they drive our economic and social beliefs and practices as 

well as our use of technology. So arguably, the most important and powerful transformations we need are 

transformations in values.  

Lent (2017) explores “the deep historical foundations of our modern worldview” and identifies what he calls 

root metaphors. They include the notion of “nature as machine” and our belief in “conquering nature”; the 

idea that indefinite growth is both possible and desirable, and the idea that it is normal to be selfish and 

pursue our own self-interest rather than the welfare of the group or community.  

Lent is clear that if we are to achieve the deep transformation of civilization that is needed, we must change 

these root metaphors and establish new core values. He has identified three sets of values as “foundational 

principles for our major decisions”:  an emphasis on quality of life rather than just how much wealth and 

‘stuff’ we have; a sense of shared humanity where we are part of and have responsibilities to other people; 

and a commitment to environmental sustainability rooted in a 

sense of connection to nature and other species.  

So is there any evidence that a shift in values consistent with 

transformation in governance towards a more just, healthy 

and sustainable future is underway? According to Ingelhart 

(2008) - the leading researcher for the World Values Survey - 

“a massive body of evidence demonstrates that an 

intergenerational shift from materialist to post-materialist 

priorities has been occurring”.   

“people’s beliefs play a key role in economic 

development, the emergence and flourishing of 

democratic institutions, the rise of gender equality, 

and the extent to which societies have effective 

government”. 

World Values Survey, 

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSContents.jsp  

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSContents.jsp
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However, that optimistic conclusion, regrettably, may be premature. First, he notes, “The shift toward post-

materialist values has tapered off in the six West European countries first surveyed in 1970", with recent 

cohorts (1966-75 and 1976-1985) somewhat less materialistic than the preceding cohorts (1946-1955, 1956-

1965), although still much less materialistic than the oldest cohorts. Secondly, the emerging economies of the 

Globakl South are markedly more materialistic, suggesting that the demand for material goods  - and the 

resulting harm to the Earth – will continue to grow, at least until the growing prosperity in the South brings 

with it a shift to less materialistic values – if it does! 

However, after reviewing many critiques of Ingelhart’s work Abramson (2011) concurs overall with his 

findings and concludes “I am inclined to agree with Almond’s (1990) assessment,: “Inglehart’s work is one of 

the few examples of successful prediction in political science.” 

 

m) Values in the Time of COVID 

The COVID-19 pandemic is having an important and perhaps pivotal impact on the public’s values, their views 

on the role of government and the need for societal change. Early on, there were many press reports from 

around the world about people enjoying the relative peace and quiet, the clean air, the ability to hear the birds 

and so on (see Text Box for examples).  

On the other hand, there was also a realisation of the vulnerability of many low-income people, many of 

whom, it turned out, were poorly paid but essential workers. And in many countries, the valuable role of 

governments in providing income and other necessary supports, and of communities in providing local 

support, was also often commented on.  

In July the Guardian columnist George Monbiot (2020) noted three public surveys in the UK that suggested 

major shifts:  

“A survey by Britain Thinks a fortnight ago showed that only 12% of people want life to be “exactly as 

it was before”. A poll at the end of June . . . suggests that just 13% of people want to return to working 

as they did before the lockdown. A YouGov study in the same week revealed that only 6% of us want 

the same type of economy as we had before the pandemic.” 

Here in Canada, an Ekos poll in early May 2020 reported:  

“A plurality believe it has revealed some ugly truths about the values we placed on the lives of the 

elderly and vulnerable. Many also believe that it has revealed some of the previously hidden injuries of 

social class. There are also a sizable majority who think this crisis has signalled the future importance 

of environment and climate change over carbon energy.”   

The survey also found 73 percent of respondents expected “a broad transformation of society” post-COVID, 

with 70 percent believing that Canadian society will be more societally focused and will stress health and 

wellbeing (Ekos Poliitics, 2020).  
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The long-term impacts of these and related value changes remain to be seen. 

  

Some Health and Social Co-Benefits of the COVID-19 Shutdown 

 

People in India say they are seeing the Himalayas for first time in decades amid drop in air pollution  

Aris Folley, MSN News, 10 April 2020 

https://www.msn.com/en-au/news/world/people-in-india-say-theyre-seeing-the-himalayas-for-first-time-in-

decades-amid-drop-in-air-pollution/ar-BB12sfkY?li=AAgfYrC&ocid=mailsignout   

 

'It's positively alpine!': Disbelief in big cities as air pollution falls  

The Guardian, 11 April 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/apr/11/positively-alpine-disbelief-air-pollution-falls-

lockdown-coronavirus   

 

Coronavirus pandemic leading to huge drop in air pollution  

The Guardian, 23 March 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/mar/23/coronavirus-pandemic-leading-to-huge-drop-in-

air-pollution 

• “The air quality is SO much better here (it is usually the WORST!) and I can hear so many more 
songbirds in the morning. I'm loving it”.  

Former Royal Roads University student, Kathmandu, Nepal (courtesy Rick Kool, RRU) 

 

This was the view from our rooftop at home in Punjab India. For the first time in almost 30 years could clearly 

see the Himalayas due to India's lockdown clearing air pollution. Just amazing!  

• pic.twitter.com/WmWZYQ68lC  

• Manjit K Kang #StayHomeSaveLives (@KangManjit) April 3, 2020 

 

This is Dhauladhar mountain range of Himachal, visible after 30 years, from Jalandhar (Punjab) after pollution 

drops to its lowest level. This is approx. 200 km away straight.  

• #Lockdown21 #MotherNature #Global healing. pic.twitter.com/cvZqbWd6MR 

• Soul of a Warrior (@Deewalia) April 3, 2020 

https://www.msn.com/en-au/news/world/people-in-india-say-theyre-seeing-the-himalayas-for-first-time-in-decades-amid-drop-in-air-pollution/ar-BB12sfkY?li=AAgfYrC&ocid=mailsignout
https://www.msn.com/en-au/news/world/people-in-india-say-theyre-seeing-the-himalayas-for-first-time-in-decades-amid-drop-in-air-pollution/ar-BB12sfkY?li=AAgfYrC&ocid=mailsignout
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/apr/11/positively-alpine-disbelief-air-pollution-falls-lockdown-coronavirus
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/apr/11/positively-alpine-disbelief-air-pollution-falls-lockdown-coronavirus
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/mar/23/coronavirus-pandemic-leading-to-huge-drop-in-air-pollution
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/mar/23/coronavirus-pandemic-leading-to-huge-drop-in-air-pollution
https://twitter.com/hashtag/Lockdown21?src=hash&ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
https://twitter.com/hashtag/MotherNature?src=hash&ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
https://twitter.com/hashtag/Global?src=hash&ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
https://t.co/cvZqbWd6MR
https://twitter.com/Deewalia/status/1246080484813058048?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
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n) Practising Health Promotion 2.0 in the Anthropocene 

The Ottawa Charter for Health Promotion (WHO, 1986) included “ecosystem stability and resource 

sustainability” as prerequisites for health, the first time that WHO recognised these ecological factors as 

determinants. The Charter was very clear that “The inextricable links between people and their environment 

constitutes the basis for a socio-ecological approach to health.”  

This link between the ecological and the social was reinforced in Canada in the 1992 report of the CPHA’s 

Task Force on the Implications for Human Health of Global Ecological Change, which reframed sustainable 

development from a health perspective, shifting the focus from economic development to “human 

development and the achievement of human potential”, requiring “a form of economic activity that is socially 

and environmentally sustainable” (CPHA, 1992). In other words, both ecological and social approaches are 

needed.  

However, as health promotion became replaced in the 1990s with population health (Jackson and Riley, 2007) 

the focus on ecological determinants of health – never very strong – disappeared completely. Labonté (1995) 

observed “population health arguments are largely silent on ecological issues” and indeed if you search the 

index of the foundational text for population health (Evans, Barer and Marmor, 1994) you will find no mention 

of ecology or ecosystem. 

So population health – and by default, health promotion – was in effect ecologically blind, (although this was 

less so in the area of Healthy Cities; see e.g. Price and Tsouros, 1995); all the focus was on the social 

determinants of health, culminating in the report of the WHO Commission on the Social Determinants of 

Health (WHO, 2008). 

Despite the occasional flurry – see especially the work of the late Tony McMichael (McMichael, 1993), 

including his leadership of the health impact chapters for the reports of the Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (see e.g. McMichael et al., 1996a) and other work on climate change and health for WHO 

(McMichael et al., 1996b) – it was not until 2015, with the publication of both a Canadian and a global report 

(Hancock, Spady and Soskolne, 2015; Whitmee, Haines, Beyrer et al., 2015) that concepts such as the ecological 

determinants of health and Planetary health began to take hold.  

Given all that has been discussed earlier in this evidence review about the health implications of the 

Anthropocene and the need for a dramatic societal transformation if we are to protect and indeed improve 

the health of the population in the 21st century, it is important that all public health practitioners adopt this 

new eco-social approach, which Hancock (2015) has suggested be thought of as “Population health promotion 

2.0”.  

At the local level, this can be thought of as ‘Healthy Cities 2.0’ (Hancock, 2018), the challenge of creating 

healthy, just and sustainable communities, as discussed in the next section.   
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3. Creating Healthy, Just and Sustainable Communities: 

One Planet Communities and the Challenge for Local Public 

Health Action 
 

The slogan “think globally, act locally’, has been with us for many decades, and remains good advice. So how 

do we take the global concepts discussed above and apply them locally, and what does it mean for public 

health practice? Because for many whose lives and work are more locally-based, the question is not how we 

change global or national systems, but what we can do in our own backyards, both in our lives as citizens and 

community members and in our work lives.  

Fortunately, public health has a very long and proud history of local action, dating back at least to the mid-

19th century, and arguably back to the cities of Renaissance Italy in the 14th and 15th centuries (Cipolla, 1976). 

Moreover, we have a modern re-invention of that approach in the world-wide Healthy Cities and Communities 

movement, which has its roots in part in Canada.  

Interestingly, the movement’s Canadian roots extend back a century, to the Public Health Committee of the 

Commission on Conservation, which was an early 20th century national Commission that today we would 

call a Commission on Sustainable Development – except that ‘conservation’ was understood more broadly a 

century ago as incorporating not only conservation of physical (or natural) resources, but of ‘vital resources’ 

– meaning health and wellbeing (Hancock, 2019c) 

But that connection between health and the environment – both natural and built - so obvious in the 19th and 

early 20th century, seems to have become largely forgotten or ignored. So it has been the environmental 

movement that has in many ways been doing public health’s work in identifying ecological changes and their 

health impacts. At the local level it was not at all unusual in the late 20th century and even now to see 

Sustainable City or Green City projects co-existing with, but usually unrelated to Healthy City initiatives, even 

though there are many similar objectives, approaches and shared or co-benefits. 

 

a) One Planet communities and their health co-benefits  

The links between ‘healthy’ and ‘sustainable’ cities and communities were always part of the Healthy Cities 

approach (Price and Tsouros, 1995; Hancock 1996a, 1996b, 2000) and with the advent of the One Planet Living 

approach in the early 21st century (Desai and Riddlestone, 2002; Desai King and McLeod, 2006), the time for 

a synthesis has come (Hancock, Capon, Dooris and Patrick, 2017; Hancock, 2018) In part this is based on a 

recognition of the many health co-benefits that a ‘One Planet’ city or community may offer.  
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Championed since 2002 by Bioregional6 and the WWF, the concept of One Planet Living is very simple 

(although its realisation is not):  

“Imagine a world where everyone, everywhere lives happy, healthy lives within the limits of the planet, 

leaving space for wildlife and wilderness. We call this One Planet Living, and we believe it’s achievable.” 

(Bioregional – One Planet Living) 

We cannot exceed the carrying capacity of the Earth for very long without its natural resources, at some point, 

becoming exhausted and its natural systems collapsing. Yet that is how we are living, especially in high-

income countries. Canada, for example, has a footprint of 4.7 planets (Global Footprint Network, 2019), 

although Saanich - where I live - may have a footprint of between 3 and 4 planets (Moore and Hallsworth, 

2018). This is partly because the climate here is mild year-round compared to most of Canada, requiring less 

heating and cooling, and because 90% of the electricity in BC is hydro-electric; both these factors significantly 

reduce the carbon footprint, which in Canada is almost two-thirds of the total footprint. 

Clearly, as already noted, we are taking far more than our fair share of the Earth’s resources, which leaves 

less for people in other parts of the world today, future generations and other species. But the challenge of 

becoming a One Planet City or Region is considerable in high-income countries or cities; because they have 

such large ecological footprints, the reductions needed (and very quickly) are also very large. Even a 3-planet 

footprint would require a 67% reduction to get to a 1-planet footprint, while a 4-planet footprint requires a 

75 percent reduction and a 5-planet footprint requires an 80 percent reduction. 

Yet this is hardly even on the social and political agenda; we are struggling just to come to grips with climate 

change as a matter of important public policy and corporate and personal change, never mind this even larger 

challenge. But nonetheless, this is the conversation we need to be having. And as with much else, it may be 

easier and quicker to get action at the local level and move action up, rather than wait for provincial and 

federal government action – although clearly we need all governments – and indeed all of society – to be 

involved.  

The concept of One Planet Living has been implemented in communities around the world, including most 

recently here in Canada, where the District of Saanich (the largest municipality in BC’s Capital Regional 

District, on the southern tip of Vancouver island) has become part of an international project involving four 

other cities (One Planet Saanich). (That is why the afternoon of Day 2 of the Summer institute began with a 

plenary presentation on One Planet Saanich, featuring Saanich Mayor Fred Haynes.) 

Bioregional’s One Planet approach is guided by a set of principles that is notably different from many of the 

more standard ‘sustainable community’ principles. That is because the first three principles are not about the 

environment at all but are about people, with health and happiness being the first principle, followed by equity 

and local economy, and then community and culture (Figure 5).   

 
6 A UK-based consultancy responsible, among other things, for developing BedZED, a socially and environmentally sustainable development in 

south London. 

https://www.bioregional.com/
https://www.bioregional.com/one-planet-living
https://www.oneplanetsaanich.org/
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Clearly this approach is as much about social sustainability as it is about ecological sustainability (see e.g. 

Mazumdar, 2020). The leading role of health and happiness, equity and community means that the One Planet 

approach is particularly suited for local public health action. Indeed, while a full health impact assessment of 

Bioregional’s flagship BedZED project (where the founders of Bioregional themselves live – talk about proof 

of concept!) has not been conducted, the assessments that have been undertaken show environmental, social 

and health benefits (see the case study in Hancock, Desai and Patrick, 2019).  

 

Figure 5: Bioregional’s 10 principles of One Planet Living. Source: Bioregional Annual Review, 2015 -16. Available at : 
http://storage.googleapis.com/www.bioregional.com/downloads/Bioregional-Annual-Review-2015-16.pdf 

© Bioregional (Reproduced with permission) 

The growing awareness of the ecological determinants of health has started to lead to the realisation that 

healthy communities must be sustainable communities (Hancock, 2000), and to the identification of the 

health co-benefits of a more sustainable way of life. Some of these co-benefits are noted here. 

• The healthier outcomes from an ecologically sustainable low-meat diet, as proposed by the EAT 
Lancet Commission on a healthy and sustainable diet “confers both improved health and 
environmental benefits” In fact, the authors estimate that the diet they propose would save 11 million 
lives annually, worldwide (Willett, Rockström, Loken et al., 2019). Importantly, the new Canada Food 
Guide (Health Canada, 2019), which was developed solely on health grounds, recommends a very 
similar diet to that recommended by the EAT Lancet Commissions. In addition, and also important, 
“the new Food Guide will save Canadian families, on average, 6.8 per cent of their annual food costs” 
(Charlebois, Smook, Wambui,  et al., 2019, p. 21),  

http://storage.googleapis.com/www.bioregional.com/downloads/Bioregional-Annual-Review-2015-16.pdf
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• Also, noteworthy is that while Canada’s agri-food system is not strictly speaking  a local or community 
issue, many of the proposals for changing to this more healthy and sustainable diet focus on the 
importance of local food systems, including local food policy councils, community gardens and 
community-based agriculture.  

• There are large health co-benefits of a low/net zero carbon energy system, which not only reduces 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and slows global warming, but reduces air pollution, thus reducing 
respiratory, cardio-vascular and other diseases (Smith et al., 2012; Smith et al., 2013). 

• A wide range of co-benefits stemming from active transportation and public transit (and a “smart 

growth” or New Urbanist urban form that supports such a system), including reduced GHGs, air 
pollution and motor vehicle crash deaths and injuries, increased physical activity and reduced obesity, 

as well as mental and social health benefits. (Frumkin, Frank, & Jackson, 2004; Sallis et al., 2016). 

• Mental and social wellbing benefits arising from increased ‘greening’ of communities, enabling 
greater contact with nature (Kuo, 2005). 

 

b) Creating the Conversation 

Considering the fact that there is ‘Only One Earth’ (Ward and Dubos, 1972) and that there are ‘Limits to 

Growth’ (Meadows, Meadows, Randers and Behren, 1972), the challenge we face – how to live happy, healthy 

lives within the limits of the planet - should have been apparent to governments and societies ever since the 

First UN Conference on the Environment almost 50 years ago, when these two groundbreaking reports were 

published.  

Yet nowhere is this a serious matter of societal discussion or government attention, never mind public policy. 

It has been a tough enough struggle just to get climate change on the agenda, and even then, as the failure to 

make meaningful progress both globally and in Canada makes clear, the action has fallen far short of the 

rhetoric.  

• Globally, “primary energy consumption growth was 1.3%” in 2019; while “less than half the rate of 
growth in 2018 (2.8%)” (BP, 2019), it is still a doubling time of around 50 years, when we should be 
going the other way. 

• Using data from this 2019 BP Statistical Review of World Energy, Saxifrage (2020) finds that in Canada 

“our rising fossil oil and gas burn is now higher than all our fossil burning (including coal) was in 
2005”, which was “the baseline year we promised to make big cuts from in our Copenhagen and Paris 
Agreement climate targets”. 

I know of no government that has declared its intention to reduce its ecological footprint to the equivalent of 

one planet. But doing so – ensuring we do not undermine the ecological determinants of health – is the sine 

qua non of population and public health in the 21st century.   
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One way to approach this situation at the local level that might be worth consideration by local public health 

professionals and organizations as part of their community role was featured at the Summer Institute: 

“Conversations for a One Planet Region”, a new NGO in the Greater Victoria Region of BC.7 

The approach is very simple: If we are not talking and learning about the challenges we face and the potential 

solutions available to us, we will not understand what has to be done and will be unable to imagine an 

alternative, better future. And if we can’t imagine it, we can’t design or create it. So it begins with 

conversations, in small groups, face to face, using only local people – since a fundamental premise is that we 

have the knowledge, expertise and experience locally to create solutions, even if that also requires provincial 

and national action as well. There are many ways to organise such conversations, from the simplest such as 

Kitchen Table Conversations (see e.g. Vancouver Foundation, 2019; City of Lethbridge, n.d.) to regular 

monthly meetings to Study Circles to neighbourhood charettes8 (Swanepoel, Campbell and Moffatt, 2001) to 

participatory urban futures processes (see e.g. Lüneburg 2030+). 

All these and more can be deployed at different times, at the same time or sequentially, tailored to the 

participants in terms of who they are, where they are and what level of awareness. The point is to get people 

talking about the challenges we face, the solutions we need, the opportunities this presents and the hope that 

it is possible (see earlier section on hope and opportunity). 

 

c) Alliances and Partnerships – Usual and Unusual 

It should come as no surprise to anyone working in public health that the health sector is a relatively small 

determinant of health (“studies suggest that medical care accounts for only 10% to 20% of variation in 

premature mortality” – Woolf, 2019) and that creating a healthy community requires finding allies and 

partners beyond the health sector, across a very wide range of disciplines across the public, private, non-

profit, and community sectors, as well as individual citizens.  Some usual and unusual partners and allies 

were featured in the Summer Institute and are featured here.  

• Many important partners are to be found within municipal government, especially in Departments 
of planning, housing, parks, transportation, public works and others that are accustomed to working 
on sustainable city/community initiatives; the health co-benefits of sustainability noted earlier make 

them obvious potential allies and partners.  

• Given the strong focus on climate change and other global ecological changes, many potential allies 
are to be found amidst the environmental movement, including the clean energy sector. A certain 
element of humility is needed here, as arguably the environmental movement has been doing public 
health’s job for several decades when it comes to the ecological determinants of health.   

 
7 The author is the founder and President of this new local non-profit organisation. 
8 Charettes are “are interactive, collaborative sessions that help us to explore best practices, scenarios, and the integration of ideas . . .  a useful 

tool for addressing complex problems in an increasingly complex world, providing the basis for intensive, time-limited stakeholder-based 

workshops” (Swanepoel, Campbell and Moffatt, 2001). 

https://oneplanetconversations.ca/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Study_circle
https://goodanthropocenes.net/luneburg-2030-participatory-urban-sustainable-futures/
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• There are obvious potential partnerships with a wide range of organisations working in the agri-food 
sector to create more sustainable, low-meat healthy food, including through ecological or organic 
agriculture and local food systems. 

• Important partners are to be found in the social justice sector, since issues of social injustice and 
health inequity intersect with ecological concerns, highlighting issues of environmental injustice, 
poverty and the need for a just transition. 

• There are many partners to be found in the education sector, from those who are working to create 
nature KGs or Forest Schools (e.g. Den Hoed, 2014) to high schools, colleges and universities that are 

not only teaching about the Anthropocene but are engaging their student in action, locally or beyond. 

Finally, there are what we might think of as the ‘unusual suspects’ – groups that public health may not often 

partner with but that become very important allies partners. These include: 

• Indigenous communities that are working to overcome the ravages of colonisation and all it has 
meant and that are rooted in cultural traditions and values that, as we have seen, may be of great value 
as we seek to transition to a sustainable, just and healthy future. 

• Businesses, especially local businesses, that are working to create the new economy by creating 
ecologically sustainable and healthy products and services in a socially just way are improving social, 
natural and human capital through their work, making them potential partners and worthy of support. 
Look in particular for social benefit corporations (for example, B Corps - https://bcorporation.net/), 

which adopt Social Purpose charters that clarify that they have a “fiduciary duty to include the pursuit 
of social and ecological as well as financial purpose” (United Way’s Social Purpose Institute). 

• Faith communities, which can bring great moral weight to these issues. They almost always have 
some form of reverence for the Earth that is very compatible with the new values we need. Moreover, 
many in recent years have been involved in action on climate change and other aspects of our global 
ecological crisis as a matter of social justice and are now becoming involved in recognising and 
working with people experiencing eco-grief.  

• The arts community, because it is not enough to reach people with ‘head stuff’ alone; we also need to 
reach them with ‘heart, gut and spirit stuff’ (Hancock, 2019). Many artists and arts organisations 
across a wide range of media have been engaged in work that both celebrates nature and addresses 

environmental harm, alerts people to these concerns and in some cases involves them in action. There 
is considerable potential for engaging with the local arts community in community art programs that 
link wellbeing, sustainability, and social justice.  

Local public health in the 21st century needs to be part of the emerging network of community organisations 

and individuals working to create green, just and healthy communities. We need to find our  allies in unusual 

places, including emerging green/social benefit businesses, faith communities that are working on eco-justice, 

young people leading climate action, Indigenous people working with traditional knowledge and 

understanding, local artists of all sorts seeking to give expression to new ways of thinking, feeling and acting, 

and local politicians working to achieve these same ends. 

These could be very exciting times for public health!  

https://bcorporation.net/
https://socialpurpose.ca/about-us/
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