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The inextricable link between global environmental change and human health has gained attention as we 
witness increasingly catastrophic weather events and widespread environmental degradation wrought by 
pollution and biodiversity loss and respond to an ongoing COVID pandemic of zoonotic origins [1,2]. 

In 2014, Richard Horton et al. called for a collective manifesto to transform public health to planetary health 
[3], which drew a range of responses [4-6]. Planetary health was defined as the health of human civilisation 
and the state of the natural systems on which it depends [3]. Soon after that, the 2015 report of the Rockefel-
ler Foundation – Lancet Commission on planetary health clearly indicated that we have been mortgaging the 
health of future generations to realise short-term economic and development gains in the present [7]. Human 
civilisation has largely flourished by unsustainably exploiting nature's resources, but now confronts substantial 
health risks from the degradation of nature's life support systems as a direct result of human activities. Health 
risks from large-scale environmental changes such as climatic change, ocean acidification, land degradation, 
water scarcity, overexploitation of fisheries, and biodiversity loss pose serious challenges to global health and 

are likely to increase over the coming decades because of growing 
populations, accelerating demand for resources (such as land, food, 
and energy), and inappropriate use of technology (such as the nu-
clear armament race). The World Health Organization (WHO) re-
cently estimated that more than 13 million deaths annually occur 
due to avoidable environmental causes, including climate change, 
air pollution, and other exposures [8].

Our planetary home – Earth – has existed for 4.6 billion years. 
Over the last 200 millennia, Homo sapiens has flourished from be-

ing hunter-gatherers (200 000BP to 8000BP) to agriculturalists (8000BP to 20th century), and then to today’s 
closely-connected, predominantly high-tech, urban residents [9]. The global population has increased from 
1 billion in 1800 to 7.9 billion today and is anticipated to reach approximately 11 billion by the end of this 
century [10]. The rapid growth of the human population has led to more exploitation of Earth’s resources for 
food, water, clothing, shelter, and leisure. Significant global changes including climate change, biodiversity 
loss, urbanization, and ecosystem degradation are accelerating. In 2002, Nobel laureate, atmospheric chemist 
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In the Anthropocene epoch, environmen-
tal changes such as climate crisis, biodiver-
sity loss, urbanization, marine pollution, and 
ecosystem degradation are accelerating and 
pose significant threats to global health.

Paul Crutzen suggested that we may have entered the “Anthropocene 
epoch,” because humans now play a dominant role in the global en-
vironment [11]. Anthropogenic global changes threaten both plane-
tary health and human health. Accumulating evidence suggests that 
humans have had increasing effects on the planet and the expected 
negative outcomes and challenges for the planetary systems, which 
will negatively affect human health [1,2]. We must understand that 
human health is dependent on planetary health, while the health of 
the planet does not depend on us at all. We need to shift the rela-

tionship in ecological terms from exploitation to symbiosis, where we can be caretakers that provide potential 
benefits and enjoy the rewards of a healthy planet.

How we sustain planetary health in the Anthropocene is an important issue which needs to be addressed ur-
gently. We propose the following strategies:

First, we need to better understand the major drivers of global changes. Emerging evidence suggests that rapid 
population growth, over-consumeristic behaviour, and inappropriate use of technology are three key causes of 
these changes. Therefore, we should develop and implement effective intervention policies and/or measures 
to slow down these changes and/or prevent further deterioration of planetary health. For instance, maternal 
and child health and female literacy and education must be improved in poorer nations, while family plan-
ning tools (eg, information, pills, and condoms) should be freely available. Furthermore, community educa-

tion and health promotion are key to halting population 
overgrowth in economically disadvantaged nations. For 
rich countries, we should target over-consumeristic be-
haviour (including changes in food systems) and the in-
appropriate use of technology, because these factors can 
waste a considerable amount of natural resources and can 
damage people’s health and well-being.

Second, environmental justice and global equity are im-
perative to understanding the drivers and implications of 
the Anthropocene; people living in poverty and instability 
will be most vulnerable to the impact of global changes, 
but they contribute little to global crises. We need to re-
duce inequities within and across societies and educate 
for empathy so commitments in mitigating and manag-
ing environmental changes can be enhanced at all levels 
(ie, local, regional, national, and global). Planetary health 
can only be sustained if socioeconomic inequities and en-
vironmental injustice are lessened.

Photo: Human health depends on planetary health. Source: from the authors’ own col-
lection, used with permission.

Third, we live in an increasingly interconnected and interdependent world and should see ourselves as mem-
bers of a global village. A strong stewardship concept and a well-coordinated multilateral approach are needed 
to tackle global crises. There is much to learn on planetary stewardship and successful ways to live more har-
moniously within the planetary boundaries, particularly from Indigenous cultures worldwide.

Finally, international partnership and cooperation are key for planetary and human health. Collective actions 
must be built on cross-sector and inter-generations collaboration because current global crises are unlikely to 
be resolved by any one sector and/or in one generation. To protect our children and grandchildren from the 
catastrophic effects of global changes, we need to take collective action now. Planetary and human health can-
not be sustained without them.

Funding: None.

Authorship contributions: ST: conceptualization of the article and preparation of the first draft. HB: manuscript re-
view and development of the article. All authors contributed to the editing/polishing and agreed on the final version.

Disclosure of interest: All authors declare no conflicts of interest.



V
IE

W
PO

IN
TS

www.jogh.org • doi: 10.7189/jogh.12.03096 3 2022  •  Vol. 12 •  03096

RE
FE

RE
N

C
E

S  1  Haines A, Frumkin H. Planetary Health: Safeguarding the Environment and Human Health in the Anthropocene. Cam-
bridge, UK: Cambridge University Press; 2021.

 2  Tong S, Bambrick H, Beggs P, Chen L, Hu Y, Ma W, et al. Current and future threats to human health in the Anthropocene. 
Environ Int. 2022;158:106892. Medline:34583096 doi:10.1016/j.envint.2021.106892

 3  Horton R, Beaglehole R, Bonita R, Raeburn J, McKee M, Wall S. From public to planetary health: a manifesto. Lancet. 
2014;383:847. Medline:24607088 doi:10.1016/S0140-6736(14)60409-8

 4  Kahn LH, Kaplan B, Monath T, Woodall J, Conti L. A manifesto for planetary health. Lancet. 2014;383:1459. Med-
line:24766955 doi:10.1016/S0140-6736(14)60709-1

 5  Burkle FM Jr. A manifesto for planetary health. Lancet. 2014;383:1459. Medline:24766956 doi:10.1016/S0140-
6736(14)60708-X

 6  Schuftan C, Legge D, Sanders D, Nadimpally S. A manifesto for planetary health. Lancet. 2014;383:1459-60. Med-
line:24766957 doi:10.1016/S0140-6736(14)60710-8

 7  Whitmee S, Haines A, Beyer C, Boltz F, Capon AG, de Souza Dias BF, et al. The Rockefeller Foundation–Lancet Commis-
sion on planetary health. Lancet. 2015;386:1973-2028. Medline:26188744 doi:10.1016/S0140-6736(15)60901-1

 8  https://www.who.int/campaigns/world-health-day/2022. Accessed 18 July 2022.
 9  McMichael AJ. Planetary overload: global environmental change and the health of the human species. Cambridge, UK: 

Cambridge University Press; 1993.
10  https://ourworldindata.org/future-population-growth. Accessed 18 July 2022.
11  Crutzen PJ. Geology of mankind. Nature. 2002;415:23. Medline:11780095 doi:10.1038/415023a

Correspondence to:

Dr Shilu Tong MD, PhD 
Director and Professor, Department of Clinical Epidemiology and Biostatistics 
Shanghai Children's Medical Center, School of Medicine, Shanghai Jiao Tong University 
Shanghai, China 
tongshilu@scmc.com.cn 
s.tong@qut.edu.au

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=34583096&dopt=Abstract
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envint.2021.106892
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=24607088&dopt=Abstract
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(14)60409-8
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=24766955&dopt=Abstract
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=24766955&dopt=Abstract
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(14)60709-1
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=24766956&dopt=Abstract
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(14)60708-X
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(14)60708-X
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=24766957&dopt=Abstract
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=24766957&dopt=Abstract
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(14)60710-8
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=26188744&dopt=Abstract
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(15)60901-1
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=11780095&dopt=Abstract
https://doi.org/10.1038/415023a

