




























When people in Singapore think of caring professionals, one of the first group of professions we think of are 
the health professions, such as nursing, physical therapy, counselling, and medicine. Health professionals 
feature importantly in all stages of our lives, from prenatal care before we are born to hospice care when we 
are preparing to pass on. A cousin of mine recently retired after many years as a nurse, and two of my nieces 
currently study to be counsellors of different types. 

Health professionals are busy from the time their shifts begin till the time they leave work, with so many 
people queuing to use their skilful services. All these queuing people have immediate problems demanding 
the health professionals’ immediate attention. With all this time pressure, what I am about to say may sound 
strange: In addition to treating people’s current needs, health professionals should also talk to their patients 
about the climate crisis which is generating many needs.
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beginning, we will not be able to stop the climate 
sliding further and further down with more and more 
horrible consequences. 

Health professionals understand the dangers we 
face. The World Health Organization has labelled  
the climate crisis, “the greatest health challenge  
of the 21st century”. Last year, the American  
Medical Association and the American Academy of 
Pediatrics joined other health organisations to call  
on government and business to declare a health 
emergency due to the worsening climate crisis. 

Background – What is the Climate Crisis 

First of all, what is the climate crisis? Our planet’s  
climate is heating up, and most scientists believe  
this heating is largely due to human action. Because  
of human-caused global heating, ice near the North  
and South Poles is melting; tropical and other  
rainforests are shrinking; temperatures are rising,  
floods and droughts worsening, storms increasing in  
intensity, and life disappearing from the oceans.  
Maybe the scariest part of these changes is that we  
are like children at the top of a slide; if we do not stop  
our planet’s slide into climate catastrophe near its  



How the Climate Crisis impacts our health

What do all these scary climate changes mean for the health of the public whom health professionals 
serve? A lot. Here are some examples.

When people  
venture outside  

Singapore,  
the storms that  

sometimes occur 
when we travel may 
become stronger, 
causing greater 

damage and more 
injury. 

Heat worsens  
some diseases.  
For instance,  
people suffering 
from Chronic  
Obstructive  
Pulmonary Disease,  
a lung disease,  
experience more  
severe symptoms  
when temperatures  
rise. Dehydration  
and heat stroke  
become greater  
concerns.

Similarly, rising temperatures  
worsen infections, increase insect 

populations (think dengue and 
Zika) and lengthen allergy  

seasons.

In what other 
ways might the 
climate crisis 
affect human 

health?

Droughts and forest fires 
increase air pollution.

As we face a more uncertain world, 
mental health concerns heighten. 
For instance, health professionals 
now use terms such as ‘climate 
anxiety’, ‘climate depression’, and 
even ‘climate rage’. As Caroline 
Hickman, a researcher at the 
University of Bath in the U.K., has 
stated, these feelings should not 
be seen as signs of illness but are 
reasonable responses to a very 
worrying situation. Are you feeling 
climate anxiety?

Flooding and drought caused by the climate 
crisis are likely to produce many, many 

millions of climate refugees. Where will they 
go? How will their basic needs be met? 
What will happen to the food and health 

resources of the countries that take in the 
refugees?

What to do about the Climate Crisis

In his 2019 National Day Rally speech, Singapore’s Prime Minister 
Lee Hsien Loong outlined some of the actions the government plans 
in the face of the climate crisis. These actions include preparing for 
rising sea levels. Can governments in other countries do the same? 

Health organisations in some countries offer materials to health  
professionals and their patients explaining the growing risks  
caused by the climate crisis. For instance, the American College  
of Physicians put together the following: https://www.acponline.org/
advocacy/advocacy-in-action/climate-change-toolkit. These materials 
include lists of do’s and don’ts, just as health professionals have do’s 
and don’t lists in regard to other health concerns, urging people to 
do wear safety belts, do exercise and do make time for family and 
friends, and to don’t smoke and don’t spend too much time sitting. 



Difficulties discussing the Climate Crisis

It may not be easy for health professionals to discuss  
the climate crisis with patients. Here are possible  
difficulties.
1. The climate crisis is complicated with many  

unknowns, because one factor impacts others.  
For example, modern fishing methods in which  
huge nets capture 10s of 1000s of marine  
animals at one time are wiping out fish populations 
in the seas. The United Nations Food and  
Agricultural Organization (FAO) estimates that 
more than 70 percent of the world’s seas are “fully 
exploited,” “over exploited” or “significantly  
depleted.” This wreaks havoc on marine  
ecosystems, contributing to deoxygenation of the 
seas. These reduced oxygen levels also affect life 
on land in myriad ways, but how can health  
professionals explain something so changing and 
complicated? After all, many people’s diets rely on 
consumption of marine animals, not to mention jobs 
in the fishing industry. 

2. The climate crisis has many controversies. For  
years, some important government leaders claimed  
that climate change was fake news, a hoax. While  
now, almost everyone acknowledges that climate  
change is real and dangerous, what to do about  
it is less clear. For instance, some people worry  
that alternative fuels, such as solar power, will be  
expensive and unreliable, and will mean fewer jobs,  
whereas others believe just the opposite. What is  
your opinion? 

3. Maybe the most frequently heard objection to  
health professionals talking to patients about the  
climate crisis involves finding the time. As  
mentioned earlier, health professionals are busy,  
and patients want to talk about their immediate  
needs rather than some crisis, no matter how  
horrible, that does not impact the patients  
personally today. 

In addition to preparing the general public for the  
impact of the worsening climate crisis, health  
professionals need to plan how to help vulnerable  
populations, including the homeless, elderly living  
alone and people with dementia. How can these  
people be informed about the impact of the crisis?  
What is in place to help them and empower them to  
help themselves?

Individual actions that health professionals can  
advise their patients to take in the face of the climate  
crisis include walking or bicycle riding instead of 
using transport powered by fossil fuels. For example, 
many people are becoming increasingly reliant on 
having groceries and even cooked meals delivered 
to their homes. Delivery contributes to global heating; 
plus, if we wait at home instead of walk from home, 
we lose exercise opportunities. Health professionals 
can also advise us on how changing our diets offers 
another win-win action to lessen global heating. Meat  
production contributes more greenhouse gases 
(the gases that cause global heating), such as carbon  
dioxide, methane and nitrous oxide, than all forms of  
transport combined. At the same time, eating more  
plant foods, instead of animal foods, provides a  
research-based way to protect ourselves from such  
diseases as diabetes, obesity, arthritis, eczema,  
dementia and heart disease. Thus, sustainable diets  
are also healthy diets. 

Health professionals can direct their patients to  
Kampung Senang, a long-establish Singapore charity  
which offers a range of ways to change our diets.  
For example, Kampung Senang has cooking  
classes that teach how to prepare plant-based  
dishes, and supermarket tours that show where to find 
healthy plant-based foods in our local supermarkets.  
Additionally, Kampung Senang’s Eco Harmony Café 
serves plant-based lunches and dinners seven 
days a week, along with selling a range of tasty foods 
to prepare at home, with a discount for Kampung  
Senang members. 

While individual actions can slow climate  
heating, society-wide and international  
actions play a larger role. For instance,  
governments can use carrots and sticks 
to impact people’s and businesses’  
behaviours, just as is done for 
smoking.Thus, users of solar 
power could receive tax credits, 
while fossil fuel use could be 
further taxed. Prices of climate-
friendly foods, such as beans 
and veggies, could be subsidised, 
while taxes could be added to 
prices of climate-unfriendly 
foods. We can discuss such 
ideas with MPs, NMPs 
and other leaders.



Conclusion

Yes, the climate crisis is scary, but let us look on the 
bright side. Can the dangers that we humans and 
fellow earthlings face due to the climate crisis also 
be a great opportunity? By taking action to address 
global heating – such as moving away from fossil  
fuels for electricity, from meat for food and from  
motorised vehicles for transport - we gift ourselves 
cleaner air, better nutrition and stronger bodies. 
What Dr Caren Solomon, author of a recent com-
mentary in the New England Journal of Medicine, 
stated about physicians applies to all health profes-
sionals and to everyone in society, “We’re getting 
down to a point where people need to act immedi-
ately to try to prevent the most catastrophic conse-
quences. Physicians have a special responsibility to 
do something,” she said. “And it’s only going to get 
tremendously worse unless we take action now.”

Here are some suggestions for raising the  
climate crisis and its solutions with patients. 
First, health professionals can lead by  
example. That could mean using public 
transport and human-powered transport as 
much as possible. It could also mean health 
professionals moving their own diets in a 
plant-based direction. The public holds their 
caregivers in high regard; thus, health profes-
sionals can be powerful role models.

Second, healthcare institutions should make 
green behaviours easy. This includes actions 
some Singapore organisations have already 
taken, such as providing shuttle buses from 
MRT stations and subsiding green foods 
and working on making those foods even 
tastier. 

Third, if health professionals have little time  
to talk directly to patients, they can talk  
indirectly via such means as climate crisis 
information and images on the posters and 
screens at clinics, social media and traditional 
media, such as television, radio and newspa-
per. 

Finally, please remember that doing nothing 
is also doing something. Once we know about 
the climate crisis, will our consciences permit 
us to be like ostriches with our heads stuck  
in the sand?
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