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PROTECTING THE PLANET

The human species, because of its social organisation and
cultural practices, is better buffered against environmental
stressors than many other plant and animal species. Hence,
Homo sapiens is likely to be affected less soon and less
sensitively than most other species. Not surprisingly, there-
fore, there is little empirical evidence to date that climate
change is already affecting human health. However, invok-
ing the precautionary principle, we can recognise that
adverse impacts are both likely and, in many cases, poten-
tially serious. By thinking more ecologically about the large-
scale influences on population health and disease, we could
apply a more anticipatory approach.3

Society’s ultimate objective should not be to generate
wealth and increase consumption for its own sake, but to
maximise the wellbeing, health and survival of its people.
Indeed, the growing recognition of the links between ecolog-
ical infrastructure, social conditions and health is beginning
to highlight population health as a criterion of “sustainable
development”.18

We and our governments need to move beyond the narrow,
short-term vision of the UN World Summit on Sustainable
Development, held in Johannesburg in August 2002. The
outcome of the Summit was constrained by preoccupations
with achieving continuing economic growth, the needs and
responsibilities of transnational corporations, and the allevia-
tion of poverty — primarily by the creation, not redistribu-
tion, of wealth. Much of the debate was distorted by
recriminations between rich and poor countries, and by self-
interested US power-play tactics to minimise various interna-
tional collaborative commitments. There was relatively little
recognition of the damage that humankind is now doing to
Earth’s life-support systems, and its consequences for
humans. Considerations of health in relation to ecological
sustainability received little attention.

One positive, late-breaking development at Johannesburg
was the commitment made by Russia and China to comply
with the international Kyoto Protocol on greenhouse gas
emissions. Indeed, that initiative left Australia looking even
more aberrant on this great modern environmental issue
than it did before the Summit.

The topic of climate change and health will evolve rapidly
during this decade. Researchers are increasingly coming to
grips with this and related issues. The point of such research
is to enrich the information base for farsighted decision-
making. As Rene Dubos, the eminent microbiologist, might
have said if he were alive today, “Think future, act now.”
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Papaver orchidiformis?
One of my poppy plants always sets its buds in pairs, with
a stem formation reminiscent of some human anatomy. If
its seedlings set true, I may have a new botanical variety:
Papaver orchidiformis, var. vasa deferentia.
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