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Without the COVID-19 pandemic, 2020 may have been
remembered as the world’s hottest year on record (together with
2016), and as a year of devastating bushfires in Australia,
California and other parts of the world fuelled by climate
change."? The recent Royal Commission into National Natural
Disaster Arrangements report explicitly recognised that climate
change has increased the risk and impact of bushfires.® The State
of the Climate report released by the Bureau of Meteorology
(BOM) and the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial
Research Organisation (CSIRO) in November 2020 reported
that warming across the country is now up to 1.44 (4 0.24) °C
since 1910.*

The challenges for the Australian healthcare sector in 2020
have been unprecedented, with surges in demand for primary,
secondary and tertiary healthcare services during the Black
Summer’ and later during the surge of COVID-19.° There were
some symbolic similarities — and differences — in the health
sector’s response to these two crises. Facemasks were recom-
mended under certain circumstances early in the year to reduce
personal exposure to smoke,’ and later to prevent community
transmission of COVID-19.° Residents, particularly those with
pre-existing health conditions, were advised to stay indoors with
closed windows during the worst periods of smoke, but to avoid
poorly ventilated enclosed spaces later during the pandemic.

Environmental as well as health crises focus the attention of
policymakers and response services on immediate risk reduction
interventions. However, as the smoke or disease outbreaks
dissipate, it is crucially important to shift attention to the
longer-term preparedness, resilience and responsiveness of the
health sector to climate change. The increasing frequency and
severity of extreme events, such as bushfire, heatwaves, floods
and droughts, highlight the urgent need for evidence-based
adaptation plans for health services and for society as a whole.
Many of the adaptation ‘solutions’ reside in policies related to
the housing, transport, and urban and rural planning sectors.

Adapting to climate change across our society is necessary
but not sufficient to protect the health and wellbeing of the
population in the long-term. Risk reduction measures should be
combined with ambitious targets to curb carbon emissions from
all sectors. While the healthcare sector in Australia is not one of
the major emitters (it generates 7% of national carbon
emissions®) compared to other industries such as energy gener-
ation, mining and agriculture, there is considerable scope for the
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sector to reduce its carbon footprint and operating costs.” This
can be achieved by reducing the carbon footprint of health
services, for example by improving the energy efficiency of
hospital buildings, and by reducing medical waste and unneces-
sary pathology testing.'” Alternative models of care, such as
telehealth, also need to be developed for an environmentally
sustainable healthcare system.'' Importantly, reducing health
care demand through preventive health will reduce emissions
and improve health outcomes.'?

Health professionals have an important role to play by raising
public awareness of the damaging health effect of climate
change, as well as by supporting and advocating policy action
within the healthcare sector and more broadly within our society
to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Decisive action on climate
change adaptation and mitigation will avoid disruption in health
care delivery and improve physical and mental health outcomes
now and into the future.
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