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Summary

This literature review provides an overview of ethical approaches used at the intersection of
climate change, the environment and health. Six ethical approaches are discussed: (i) rights-
based approaches, concentrating on human rights, animal rights and environmental rights;
(ii) justice approaches, discussing issues of distribution, relations, climate health justice,
future generations, and interspecies justice; (iii) integrated concepts of health, such as One
Health and Planetary Health; (iv) Indigenous and non-Western perspectives, introducing the
significance of biocultural heritage, harmonious relationships, and decolonisation
movements; (v) professional responsibilities towards the environment among health
workers and other professions; and (vi) ethical principles in relation to climate change and
the environment. A concise assessment is provided on how each of these ethical approaches

may inform policy and practice addressing climate change, environmental degradation and
health.
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1. Introduction

This work was commissioned by the Nuffield Council on Bioethics and was carried out during
eight weeks in June and July 2024.% The guiding research questions were (1) What ethical
approaches arise at the intersection between climate change, the environment and health?
And (2) how can they help inform policy and practice addressing climate change and health?

There are several factors that influenced the selection of ethical approaches and the nature
of this work:

1. All approaches overlap and there is no universally agreed definition of either the
approaches or their points of intersection.

2. We wanted to combine a broad range of institutional, structural, professional and
individual ethical approaches that address the relationship between humans, non-
human animals and the environment.

3. We were keen to identify both the different forms of reasoning deployed in this area,
and to demonstrate how different stakeholders might approach the same field.
Awareness of different ethical approaches can improve dialogue and facilitate
consensus.

4. Action in response to climate change requires the identification and management of
potentially conflicting interests. Understanding the values at stake and the processes
of reasoning that different perspectives deploy can help towards the development of
ethically informed policy in this area.

After outlining our methodology we provide an overview of six ethical approaches: (1) rights-
based approaches, (2) justice approaches, (3) integrated concepts of health, (4) Indigenous
and non-Western perspectives, (5) professional responsibilities, and (6) principlism. This is
followed by a brief general discussion of these approaches and a statement on the
limitations of this review.

This review presents summaries of ethical approaches that are commonly used to analyse
ethical issues in relation to climate change, the environment and health. These are
deliberately intended to be short and suggestive, rather than exhaustive. We are aware, for
example, that such a brief review cannot hope to capture the richness of Indigenous and
non-Western perspectives on the complex relationships between health, climate change and
the environment. Nor can it do justice to the depth and complexity of western philosophical
perspectives that help bring some light to this area, such as utilitarianism, virtue ethics and
deep ecology.? We do however provide footnotes to the rich and complex scholarship that
lies behind our sketches. We recognise that there is also far greater acknowledgement of the

1 The final version of this review has been edited by the Nuffield Council on Bioethics. This work sits within their
Environment and Health Priority area: https://www.nuffieldbioethics.org/publications/environment-and-
health. For correspondence about this project please contact bioethics@nuffieldbioethics.org

2 Brennan, Andrew and Norva Y.S. Lo. "Environmental Ethics." The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy
(Summer 2024 Edition), edited by Edward N. Zalta and Uri Nodelman, 2024,
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/ethics-environmental/, Palmer, Clare et al. "Environmental Ethics." Annual
Review of Environment and Resources, vol. 39, no. Volume 39, 2014, 2014, pp. 419-42, doi:10.1146/annurev-
environ-121112-094434.
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impact of environmental and climate crises on health. As such we are witnessing an
exponential increase in research attention in this area.3 Once again we provide references
for further reading.

3 Sheather, Julian et al. "Ethics, Climate Change and Health ? A Landscape Review." Wellcome Open Research,
vol. 8, no. 343, 2023, doi:10.12688/wellcomeopenres.19490.1.



2.  Methodology

This literature review was undertaken using a purposive and iterative search strategy.
Literature was collected and researched by the authors in the areas of climate health ethics,
justice, applied ethics (especially in bioethics and public health ethics) and political
philosophy. This provided the starting point for further targeted searches for references to
underpin important issues or to shed light on gaps in the emerging sources. We focussed on
published academic articles or policy documents that we considered rich in theoretical
substance or influential in shaping the debates around the subject matter for this review.

Academic literature and policy documents in English, German and Spanish were assessed.
Searches using the databases PubMed, Scielo and Google Scholar were carried out as well as
the web search engines where appropriate (e.g. for policy documents).

Soft quality control criteria were applied to allow for sources from a range of ethical
approaches to be included in this review: (i) book chapters needed to come from established
publishers, and (ii) journals that were not indexed in PubMed or Scielo had to be backed by
regional or national medical or other professional associations.

To report our findings, six overarching categories were devised. These include well-
established ethical approaches (e.g. rights-based or justice approaches) and an approach
which has normative implications (integrated concepts of health). These were selected by
the authors based on discussions with the Nuffield Council on Bioethics (the commissioner).
Within these overarching categories, sub-categories representing specific applications of
ethical approaches were chosen by the authors.



3. Results

3.1 Rights-based approaches

Summary: Rights-based approaches have a long tradition in ethics and can serve as a
common global language to secure fundamental interests in relation to the environment and
health. The human rights language is one of the dominant approaches to argue for a right to
health, particularly for a right to a healthy environment. Recently, there are efforts to
recognise rights for non-human animals and the wider environment.

Introduction

A rights-based approach to ethics emphasises respecting and upholding the inherent moral
value —the ‘moral rights’ if you like — of individuals and communities as the basis for ethical
decision-making and action. Rights are usually first theorized in ethical discussions, and once
they gather wide acceptance, they are often protected by legal instruments, thus becoming
legal rather than just moral rights. Sometimes these rights gain stronger protection, by
becoming recognised as human rights. Rights can specify that others should refrain from
certain actions (negative rights) or that others (typically the State) have the obligation to
provide certain goods or services (positive rights). For instance, people might have a right
not to be harmed by pollution by industry, which can be understood as a negative right. An
example of a positive right is that the State may be required to ensure cities dedicate
enough public space or green areas for people to enjoy their right to a healthy environment.
These rights are sometimes framed as duties, e.g. as duties not to cause environmental
harms (negative duty) and duties to provide certain environmental goods (positive duty).

We can find rights-based approaches in relation to health and environment for humans,
non-human animals, and also the environment.

Human rights

Human rights are the most widely accepted rights-based approach concerning human health
in the broadest sense. From an ethical perspective, human rights are based on agreement on
what we, as a global society, want to secure for every person.* Hence, human rights have
universal applicability — they are not limited geographically or temporally. There have
however been attempts both to limit and expand human rights in relation to health since
they were first recognized in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948).>

There are already a number of human rights related to the environment (both natural and
built) and health. These can be found in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and in
the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) (1966),° as well
as a large number of regional agreements and national constitutions.” In relation to the

4 Beitz, Charles R. The Idea of Human Rights. Oxford University Press, 2009.

5 "Universal Declaration on Human Rights." 1948.

5 "International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights." 1966.

7 Knox, John H. "Constructing the Human Right to a Healthy Environment." Annual Review of Law and Social
Science, vol. 16, 2020, pp. 79-95, doi:10.1146/annurev-lawsocsci-031720-074856.



ICESCR, the United Nations (UN) General Comment on the right to the highest attainable
standard of health specifies a relatively broad understanding of this right: ‘the drafting
history and the express wording of article 12.2 acknowledge that the right to health
embraces a wide range of socio-economic factors that promote conditions in which people
can lead a healthy life, and extends to the underlying determinants of health, such as food
and nutrition, housing, access to safe and potable water and adequate sanitation, safe and
healthy working conditions, and a healthy environment.’

Attempts to narrow down these rights frequently seek to only recognize political and civil
human rights (e.g. freedom of speech and of association) or reconceptualize social human
rights as second generation human rights, giving them less weight even though both are
included in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. For example, there is an influential
philosophical discussion on whether people actually have a ‘right to health’ or whether this
should be seen merely as a right to a decent minimum of healthcare.® Narrow
understandings of the right to health also rarely acknowledge other possible interpretations
of ‘attainable’ in ‘the right to the highest attainable standard of health,” such as the
obligation to progressively work towards the full realization of such a right.*° In policy and
practice, various interpretations of the right to health have been adopted.

The United Nations, endorsed by the World Health Organisation, include the right to the
‘highest attainable standard of physical and mental health’ in article 12 of the ICESCR. As
recognised in their general comment, the UN indicates that this provides the most
comprehensive article on the ‘right to health’ in international human rights law, going far
beyond issues of access to healthcare.'! It has been suggested that in times of climatic and
other environmental crises, it may be necessary to work with a broad understanding of the
right to health, and to look at both social and environmental determinants of health, to fully
understand the effect of climate change, environmental degradation and its drivers (e.g. air
pollution caused by the burning of fossil fuels and industrial waste) on health, particularly on
marginalized population groups.'? There are ample possibilities to counteract environmental
health hazards, for example, by enacting and enforcing environmental protection laws, and
designing cities to facilitate healthy lifestyles by developing green areas and cycling
infrastructure.’3

Nowadays, in line with the broader understanding of the human right to health, the impact
of the environment on health is explicitly recognized. The urgency of climate action and the
health hazards caused by pollution of air, land and water, in addition to the unsound

8 UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. "General Comment No. 14: The Right to the Highest
Attainable Standard of Health (Article 12 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights)." United Nations Economic and Social Council, 2000.
http://www.unhchr.ch/tbs/doc.nsf/%28symbol%29/E.C.12.2000.4.En.

9 Buchanan, Allen E. "The Right to a Decent Minimum of Health Care." Philosophy & Public Affairs, 1984, pp. 55-
78.

10 UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. "General Comment No. 14: The Right to the Highest
Attainable Standard of Health (Article 12 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights)." United Nations Economic and Social Council, 2000.
http://www.unhchr.ch/tbs/doc.nsf/%28symbol%29/E.C.12.2000.4.En.

1 bid.

12 Rydin, Yvonne et al. "Shaping Cities for Health: Complexity and the Planning of Urban Environments in the
21st Century." The Lancet, vol. 379, no. 9831, 2012, pp. 2079-108, d0i:10.1016/50140-6736(12)60435-8.

13 1bid.



management of chemicals and waste have led the UN Human Rights Council to acknowledge
the ‘right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment’ in October 2021, commonly
referred to as the ‘right to a healthy environment.” The right to a healthy environment goes
beyond reducing pollution. It also incorporates a right to participate in decision-making over
environmental issues, access to information, and access to justice and effective remedies.*?
Additionally, it includes substantive elements, such as ‘clean air; a safe and stable climate;
access to safe water and adequate sanitation; healthy and sustainably produced food; non-
toxic environments in which to live, work, study and play; and healthy biodiversity and
ecosystems.”*® This deploys a broad concept of health that not only covers the absence of
health hazards but also includes factors that underpin and promote mental and physical
health. There are also recurrent references to obligations on the present generation to
engage in environmental protection to ensure future generations can also secure their
human rights.t”

Several UN institutions are using a rights-based approach to call for urgent action in view of
the additional health hazards of climate change and environmental degradation.'® For
example, a previous UN Special Rapporteur placed special emphasis on assessing and
responding to people living in extreme poverty and the additional health risks brought by
climate change.?® Similarly, UN institutions have repeatedly pointed out the international
legal obligations in relation to the ‘rights of the child’,?° particularly on the effect of climate
change on life, survival and development, and to recognize their special vulnerability to
climate-related health risks.?! UN institutions working on food and agriculture have also
voiced concern over the health hazards of imprudent use of pesticides as well as climate-
related food insecurity.??

14 UN General Assembly. "The Human Right to a Clean, Healthy and Sustainable Environment." A/76/L.75,
United Nations, 2022.

15 1dem.

16 United Nations. "What Is the Right to a Healthy Environment?" Office of the High Commission of Human
Rights, United Nations Environment Programme & United Nations Development Programme, 2023.
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2023-01/UNDP-UNEP-UNHCHR-What-is-the-Right-to-a-
Healthy-Environment.pdf., p. 9

7 Turquet, Laura et al. Feminist Climate Justice: A Framework for Action. UN Women, 2023, United Nations.
"What Is the Right to a Healthy Environment?" Office of the High Commission of Human Rights, United Nations
Environment Programme & United Nations Development Programme, 2023.
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2023-01/UNDP-UNEP-UNHCHR-What-is-the-Right-to-a-
Healthy-Environment.pdf.

18 - "What Is the Right to a Healthy Environment?" Office of the High Commission of Human Rights, United
Nations Environment Programme & United Nations Development Programme, 2023.
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2023-01/UNDP-UNEP-UNHCHR-What-is-the-Right-to-a-
Healthy-Environment.pdf.

19 Alston, Philip. "Climate Change and Poverty: Report of the Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and
Human Rights." Human Rights Council, 2019.

20 UN General Assembly. "Convention on the Rights of the Child." General Assembly resolution 44/25, United
Nations, 1989.

21 prasad, Deva and Suchithra Menon. "Children's Rights and Climate-Change Policy: Addressing the Concerns
of Children and Future Generations." Environmental Policy and Law, vol. 48, 2018, pp. 157-60.

22 Elver, Hilal. "The Challenges and Developments of the Right to Food in the 21st Century: Reflections of the
United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food." UCLA J. Int'l L. Foreign Aff., vol. 20, 2016, pp. 1-40,
United Nations Environment Programme. "Synthesis Report on the Environmental and Health Impacts of
Pesticides and Fertilizers and Ways to Minimize Them." United Nations, 2022.

10



Literature on the rights of Indigenous peoples introduce additional elements. The natural
environment is, for many Indigenous communities, a crucial nexus for passing on cultural
knowledge and practicing cultural traditions.?®> Moreover, Indigenous communities are often
dependent on their surrounding biodiversity for medicinal plants and in many cases, herbal
medicine is the only type of healthcare they can access.?* Biodiversity loss not only threatens
Indigenous populations; it also deprives humanity of an important repository of traditional
knowledges and biological resources from which future medicines could be developed.?>
Furthermore, environmental deterioration may have an added negative effect on the mental
health of Indigenous peoples.?® Lastly, the life and health of environmental activists are all
too often at risk, especially if they are Indigenous, with a substantial toll of activists
murdered or ‘disappeared’.?’ Further discussion on Indigenous perspectives can be found in
Section 3.4.

Rights for non-human animals and the environment

There are also moves to apply a rights-based approach to the effects of environmental
degradation and climate change on the health of non-human animals and other parts of
nature. The recognition of animal rights has a long tradition in philosophy?® and advocacy.?®
Historically, cruelty to animals was regarded as morally reprehensible because of its
potential to brutalise human beings with ensuing harmful effects on society.3° For example,
animal cruelty was condemned because people who engage in it may extend their cruelty to
people. More recent animal rights approaches have sought to improve the welfare of
animals for their own sake.3! These ideas have inspired regulation to improve animal welfare
in research and farming.3? Agriculture is a critical area for animal rights approaches, and
there are new attempts to link animal rights to the right to a healthy environment.?* Some

23 Rozzi, Ricardo. "Biocultural Ethics: Recovering the Vital Links between the Inhabitants, Their Habits, and
Habitats." Environmental Ethics, vol. 34, no. 1, 2012, pp. 27-50.

24 Dahlberg, Annika C. and Sophie B. Trygger. "Indigenous Medicine and Primary Health Care: The Importance
of Lay Knowledge and Use of Medicinal Plants in Rural South Africa." Human Ecology, vol. 37, no. 1, 2009, pp.
79-94, d0i:10.1007/s10745-009-9217-6.

25 Chivian, Eric and Aaron Bernstein. Sustaining Life: How Human Health Depends on Biodiversity. Oxford
University Press, 2008.

26 \Vecchio, Emily Ann et al. "Indigenous Mental Health and Climate Change: A Systematic Literature Review."
The Journal of Climate Change and Health, vol. 6, 2022, p. 100121, doi:10.1016/j.joclim.2022.100121.

27 Arguedas Ramirez, Gabriela. "A Feminist Food Justice Reflection on the Politics of Food, Land, and Agriculture
in Central America." Food, Environment, and Climate Change: Justice at the Intersections, edited by Erinn
Cunniff Gilson and Sarah Kenehan, Rowman & Littlefield, 2018, pp. 137-53.

28 Regan, Tom. The Case for Animal Rights. University of California Press, 1983.

2 For instance, the animal rights organisation Animal Aid sets as its aim to: ‘Change the status and perception
of animals, from ‘objects’ that can be used for human gain, to sentient individuals whose rights should be
respected’, see Animal Aid. "Our Aims." Animal Abuse Injustice and Defence Society
https://www.animalaid.org.uk/about-us/aims-objectives/. Accessed 2 August 2024.

30 Cf. Vollum, Scott et al. "Moral Disengagement and Attitudes About Violence toward Animals." Society &
Animals, vol. 12, no. 3, 2004, pp. 209-35, doi:10.1163/1568530042880668.

31 Cf. Healey, Richard and Angie Pepper. "Interspecies Justice: Agency, Self-Determination, and Assent."
Philosophical Studies, vol. 178, no. 4, 2021, pp. 1223-43, doi:10.1007/s11098-020-01472-5, Singer, Peter.
Animal Liberation. HarperCollins, 1975/2009.

32 Thompson, Paul B. From Field to Fork: Food Ethics for Everyone. Oxford University Press, 2015.

33 Van Hoorick, Geert and Elien Verniers. "Some Explorations About Extending the Right to a Healthy
Environment to Future Generations and Animals." The Right to a Healthy Environment in and Beyond the
Anthropocene, Edward Elgar Publishing, 2024, pp. 227-45.
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animal rights scholars argue that the most reasonable approach is to refrain from meat
consumption and abolish industrial dairy production.3*

Recent developments also include moves to recognize the rights of non-sentient parts of
nature, such as rivers and glaciers. There have been some successes here, including the
acknowledgement of rights in critical parts of the environment in New Zealand and India.?®
There are also philosophical developments discussing whether plants have rights36 or what
responsibilities exist to provide the conditions in which they can flourish.3” Further
discussion can be found on non-human animals and the environment in Section 3.2 within
the subsection on interspecies justice.

How can right-based approaches inform policy and practice?

Rights-based approaches are increasing in scope and regional and national institutions are
continuously adopting new regulations to protect people and the environment from
environmental hazards in many regions.>® These approaches are also directed at improving
animal welfare standards.3® While some stakeholders will interpret certain rights narrowly,
'rights-based’ approaches remain an important common global language. Concerning the
newly recognized ‘right to a healthy environment’, it is uncertain whether it will be
interpreted mostly in negative terms, demanding a reduction of pollution or greenhouse
gasses emissions, or also positively, demanding, for example, the ‘re-naturalisation’ of
eroded landscapes and access to green areas.

34 Adams, Carol J. The Sexual Politics of Meat : A Feminist-Vegetarian Critical Theory. Continuum, 1990, Singer,
Peter. Animal Liberation. HarperCollins, 1975/2009.

35 Celermajer, Danielle et al. "A Political Theory for a Multispecies, Climate-Challenged World: 2050." Political
Theory, vol. 51, no. 1, 2023, pp. 39-53, d0i:10.1177/00905917221128833, KnauR, Stefan. "Conceptualizing
Human Stewardship in the Anthropocene: The Rights of Nature in Ecuador, New Zealand and India." Journal of
Agricultural and Environmental Ethics, vol. 31, no. 6, 2018, pp. 703-22, doi:10.1007/s10806-018-9731-x,
Kramm, Matthias. "When a River Becomes a Person." Journal of Human Development and Capabilities, vol. 21,
no. 4, 2020, pp. 307-19, doi:10.1080/19452829.2020.1801610.

36 Taylor, Paul W. Respect for Nature : A Theory of Environmental Ethics. Princeton University Press, 1986.
Studies in Moral, Political, and Legal Philosophy.

37 Kallhoff, Angela. "Plants in Ethics: Why Flourishing Deserves Moral Respect." Environmental Values, vol. 23,
no. 6, 2014, pp. 685-700, doi:10.3197/096327114x13947900181518, Kallhoff, Angela et al. Plant Ethics :
Concepts and Applications. Routledge, 2018.

38 Esborraz, David Fabio. "El Modelo Ecoldgico Alternativo Latinoamericano Entre Proteccién Del Derecho
Humano Al Medio Ambiente Y Reconocimiento De Los Derechos De La Naturaleza." Revista Derecho del Estado,
2016, pp. 93-129, doi:10.18601/01229893.n36.04, Lambert, Elisabeth. "The Environment and Human Rights:
Introductory Report to the High-Level Conference Environmental Protection and Human Rights." Council of
Europe, 2020, Tang, Ke and Otto Spijkers. "The Human Right to a Clean, Healthy and Sustainable Environment."
Chinese Journal of Environmental Law, vol. 6, no. 1, 2022, pp. 87-107, doi:10.1163/24686042-12340078.

39 Macdonald, Mia. "Emerging from Covid-19: A New, Rights-Based Relationship with the Nonhuman World?"
Health and human rights, vol. 23, no. 2, 2021, pp. 13-20, PubMed, Thompson, Paul B. From Field to Fork: Food
Ethics for Everyone. Oxford University Press, 2015.
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3.2  Justice approaches

Summary: Justice approaches evaluate and suggest how national and international
institutions and social practices should be shaped to protect the environment and promote
health for all. They seek to identify rights and entitlements of people or the environment and
to determine tasks and obligations of persons and institutions in this context. Two main
perspectives — a distributive and a relational one — can be distinguished in the general debate
about environmental and health justice, that is shaped by a number of more specific
approaches or elements such as climate health justice, intergenerational justice and
interspecies justice.

Introduction

There is an extensive literature on justice. As a result, we have made a limited selection for
the purpose of this overview of forms of justice prevalent in the health and environmental
justice literature. Justice will also be taken up as a principle (see section 3.6), but here we
understand justice as a philosophical theory and concept, reaching far beyond its
characterization as a principle. Given the rich literature, even in the area of health and
environmental justice, it is important to emphasize that there are many more dimensions of
justice than we have space to discuss here. Justice, in general, is about fairness, and what we
owe to one another.%? It also addresses what a fair distribution of any particular good or
harm might look like, including how this is distributed and to whom, as well as how just our
relations and structures are.

Distributive approaches

Distributive approaches to environmental and health justice explore how benefits and
burdens should be distributed. There are numerous different benefits, such as access to a
clean environment, food or water, or health services. The relevant burdens are also diverse,
including financial contributions to mitigating and/or adapting to climate change, or
behavioural changes in the consumption of environmentally harmful products.*! When
evaluating such distributions, we can distinguish between egalitarian distributions which
demand equal shares (e.g. of the relevant social goods for all),*? prioritarian understandings
that give priority to the worst off,*3 and so-called sufficientarian ones, stipulating that all

40 |In some senses, justice and equity can be understood together or interchangeably particularly when it comes
to ideas of fairness. Yet there are multiple forms of justice encompassing issues of recognition, restoration and
empowerment that go beyond equity, see MacKay, Douglas and Gopal Sreenivasan. "Justice, Inequality, and
Health." The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2021 Edition), edited by Edward N. Zalta, 2021,
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2021/entries/justice-inequality-health/, Miller, David. "Justice." The
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2023 Edition), edited by Edward N. Zalta and Uri Nodelman, 2023,
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2023/entries/justice/.

41 Shue, Henry. Climate Justice: Vulnerability and Protection. Oxford University Press, 2014.

42 Rawls, John. A Theory of Justice. Rev. ed., Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999.

43 Holtug, Nils. "Prioritarianism." Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Politics, 2017, Parfit, Derek. "Equality and
Priority." Ratio, vol. 10, no. 3, 1997, pp. 202-21, doi:10.1111/1467-9329.00041.
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must have their needs covered above a certain threshold.** In many accounts, these three
dimensions are combined in different ways. Recently, more attention has been directed to
limitarian demands, which can be understood as the need to reign in excessive consumption
of environmentally and socially harmful goods.*®

Relational approaches

Relational approaches to environmental and health justice scrutinise the quality of social
interactions and the kind of relations that exist on the national and/or international level.*®
Here, it is argued that harmful outcomes such as environmental degradation or health
inequalities often reflect discrimination and underlying asymmetries in power, influence and
the ability to make one’s voices heard.*” Some privileged groups have disproportionate
influence in the pursuit of their interests, while the interests of others — often distinguished
along lines of nationality, ethnicity, gender or socio-economic status — are ignored or
discounted.*® If knowledges and voices are not included, addressed or believed, this is called
epistemic injustice.*® The relational perspective thus integrates a critical analysis of structural
injustices, that is of social and political relations and structures into thinking about
environmental and health issues.”® It contends that promoting environmental and health
justice requires narrowing asymmetries in power and influence, and the creation of political
and societal structures into which equal and non-discriminatory respect for all voices are
included.”! Addressing epistemic justice also improves problem-solving and problem-
identification capacities as people who are currently marginalised will have the opportunity
to speak up and share their knowledge in discussion platforms that welcome new
perspectives.>?
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Climate health justice

A more specific approach that combines distributive and relational elements of justice is
climate health justice. Climate health justice builds upon the well-established
interdisciplinary scholarship on environmental justice and health justice. The environmental
justice scholarship has roots in 1970s discourse within the United States that condemned
how minorities, especially African Americans, were disproportionally affected by the
proximity of toxic waste sites and areas of high air pollution, without being consulted and
receiving adequate compensation.3 This approach thereby seeks to acknowledge the
different burdens and the capacities of communities to contribute to problem-solving, while
procedural justice requires fair access to information on environmental risks and
participative decision-making mechanisms for environmental decisions.>* It is currently used
to ensure that all people are treated fairly and can contribute to environmental laws,
regulations and policies regardless of their ethnicity, gender, disability, etc.>> The extensive
scholarship on health justice addresses the unjust distribution of social determinants of
health, the social gradient of health and the effects of poverty and marginalization, as well
as structures, clusters and overcoming of disadvantage.>® Environmental health justice
approaches complement each other to assess whether environmental determinants of
health align with ideas of social justice. To analyse environmental health (in-)justices, it is
often asked how the demands of three elements of justice are being met: distributive
justice, recognition justice (as a form of relational justice), and procedural justice.

Intergenerational justice

Environmental and health justice also includes an intergenerational aspect.>” The
distribution of benefits (including the benefits of using cheap sources of energy without fully
paying for its environmental impact)®® and the distribution of burdens (including the burdens
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United States Government https://www.epa.gov/environmentaljustice/learn-about-environmental-justice.
Accessed 2 August 2024.

56 Chung, Ryoa. "Structural Health Vulnerability: Health Inequalities, Structural and Epistemic Injustice." Journal
of Social Philosophy, vol. 52, no. 2, 2021, pp. 201-16, doi:10.1111/josp.12393, Marmot, Michael and Richard
Wilkinson. Social Determinants of Health. Oxford University Press, 2005, Powers, Madison and Ruth R. Faden.
Social Justice: The Moral Foundations of Public Health and Health Policy. Oxford University Press, 2006,
Venkatapuram, Sridhar. Health Justice: An Argument from the Capabilities Approach. Polity, 2013.

57 WHO. "Climate Change, Health, & Intergenerational Equity." WHO Policy Brief, WHO, 2022.
https://cdn.who.int/media/docs/default-source/climate-change/who-unfccc-cop27_cchie_11122_lc.pdf.

8 On the social and environmental costs of fossil fuels, see Patel, Raj and Jason W Moore. A History of the
World in Seven Cheap Things: A Guide to Capitalism, Nature, and the Future of the Planet. University of
California Press, 2017.

15



of adapting to a changing climate or of providing compensation for climate change-related
losses and damages) occurs over extended periods of time so that the historically
responsible agents or institutions cannot plausibly be held responsible.>® This has given rise
to a prolific debate about the intergenerational distribution of justice-based obligations.°

The delay in taking adequate climate action after reaching major consensus on the human
role in climate change in the early 1990s brings new tensions between generations. The
failure to mitigate climate change over the last three decades has placed the onus on people
now to invest massive amounts of resources in both mitigation to avoid the most
catastrophic consequences of climate change and adaptation to protect livelihoods under
the new climatic conditions.®! People in the present are also asked to urgently enact laws to
protect biodiversity and invest in conservation efforts to make sure future generations are
also able to benefit from our natural heritage.®? The urgency of climate action and the
magnitude of the required greenhouse gasses mitigation efforts leaves open the question of
how far the present generation can advance their own interest without further jeopardising
the ability of future generations to live flourishing lives in complex societies.

At the policy level, the UN covers many relevant aspects on intergenerational justice in
relation to health in its report on ‘Intergenerational solidarity and the needs of future
generations.’®® To advocate for the interests of future generations, the report suggests to
establish a High Commissioner for Future Generations.®* The inadequacy or lack of
representation of future generations’ interests in today’s institutions has also been
problematised by political philosophers.®®

Interspecies justice

Questions of justice also apply to the interaction between humans and other species. The
conclusions that are drawn from this approach vary significantly, as there are differences in
opinion on the moral status of non-human animals or other organisms and whether the
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concept of ‘a person’ can realistically apply to them.®® While this section focuses on sentient
animals, there are ongoing developments studying how the concept of intelligence applies
to plants or fungi.®’ There are several factors that are assessed in relation to possible animal
interests, such as their capacity to (i) feel pain and joy (sentience), (ii) maintain social bonds
(e.g. parenthood, recognise other group members), (iii) cooperate with other animals, (iv)
anticipate events and plan, (v) pursue their own good, and (vi) their role within the
ecosystem.®

There is wide support for the idea that animals should not be made to suffer unnecessarily.
Yet there are significant differences in how ‘unnecessary’ is understood. There are prevailing
perspectives that legitimise harming animals when this improves human welfare, particularly
when it is to avoid harms (e.g. culling to control human health hazards). While current forms
of intensive animal farming are widely condemned by animal ethicists, there are positions
that tolerate the humane rearing and killing of animals to satisfy food preferences.®® In this
context, the European Union has introduced five freedoms for the protection of animals
kept for farming: freedom from hunger and thirst, freedom from discomfort, freedom from
pain, injury and disease, freedom to express normal behaviour, and freedom from fear and
distress.”® Some ethicists set the bar much higher, and only accept harming animals when
there is immediate danger (e.g. self-defence when attacked by a wild animal) or in some
cases of animal experimentation with very high benefits for humans or other animals.”®
There is increased awareness that humans ought not to inflict physical pain on animals
without necessity, and avoid exposing animals to stress and suffering, for example through
solitary confinement or detachment from their “social circle”, particularly by separating
mothers from their offspring.”? In terms of interspecies justice, these considerations play a
key role in relation to what humans owe to non-human animals. Three applications of
interspecies justice follow.

There are substantial efforts to prevent and reduce the infliction of pain and suffering
caused by humans. Here the influence of animal ethics and justice are clearly visible. In their
public education campaigns, the British animal rights organisation Animal Justice Project
(AJP) point to traits of farmed animals that indicate an ability to have interests that deserve
protection. In the case of dairy cows, AJP specifies that these animals display a wide range of
emotions (including joy, anger, fear, anxiety, and sadness), have long-term memory and
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complex social dynamics, have the ability to anticipate harm, and notice missing family
members.”® Other animal rights organisations, such as Cruelty Free, see their fight against
animal cruelty as part of the social justice movement.”*

Environmental degradation and climate change are affecting the ability of animals to thrive
in their own ecosystemes. It is argued that justice demands the maintenance of
environmental conditions necessary for their wellbeing and the enactment of animal
protection laws to secure their opportunities to flourish, in the sense of having the ability to
live rich and complex lives.”> Many wild animals require extensive healthy ecosystems to
have the same opportunities.’® It has been argued that humans have illegitimately
appropriated ecological space and that justice requires the transfer of opportunities to use
ecological space to species who do not have enough space, water and interaction with other
living organisms to flourish.”” In this argument, it therefore becomes crucial that political
institutions advance the interests of all those who are affected by environmental decisions —
including non-human animals — and develop ways to represent non-human animals in
political decision-making.”®

Anthropogenic, i.e. human-induced, climate change is clearly affecting animal health. This
has driven debate as to whether humans should assist wild animals who are vulnerable to
climate change as a matter of ‘rectificatory’ justice (i.e. as restorative measures).”® This could
entail rescue and rehabilitation, habitat restoration and assisted migration, and even the
provision of some healthcare.®®
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How can justice approaches inform policy and practice?

Integrating distributive, relational, procedural, intergenerational and interspecies
perspectives can guide just and ethical approaches to tackling environmental and health
challenges, ultimately striving for a global society that respects the rights of all individuals,
regardless of their temporal, social, or geographical position, and that seeks to include the
interests, voices and the participation of all.
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3.3 Integrated concepts of health

Summary: Concepts of health, such as Planetary Health and One Health are broadly
characterized by an acknowledgement of the interconnectedness of human health with the
health of the planet’s underlying ecosystems. Practically, many of these approaches prioritise
human health while acknowledging its dependence on the non-human biosphere. Some
approaches go further, seeking to decentre this human or anthropocentric focus, arguing for
independent moral value in non-human parts of the world. Although Planetary Health and
One Health have a great deal in common, they have different histories and emphases.

Introduction

Integrative thinking on human health and its determinants can be traced back to ancient
times.®! However, the last decades have withessed the emergence of a number of
integrated, or as they are commonly referred to, holistic concepts of health within Western
ethical perspectives and scientific literature.8? This has been in the face of mounting
evidence for the impact of changes in natural systems and processes on human and animal
health (including pets, livestock and wild animals) as well as their mutual
interconnectedness.

Integrated/holistic concepts of health acknowledge the interconnectedness of human health
and wellbeing with the state of non-human animals, plants and entire ecosystems as well as
natural systems and processes such as the global climate. These concepts, to varying
degrees, also recognise the role of the social, economic and political conditions created
within societies in shaping these complex interdependencies.

This section provides an overview of two prominent concepts: One Health and Planetary
Health. While they do not constitute ethical approaches as such, their application in policy
and practice can give rise to ethical issues, e.g. regarding the balancing of trade-offs
between human welfare, animal welfare and environmental flourishing or the interests of
current and future generations. Although these concepts have a great deal in common, they
have different histories and emphases. These concepts have fostered an expanded
understanding of health by emphasising how health is dependent on and determined by
ecological and societal factors. They have also contributed to political agenda-setting and an
expansion of multidisciplinary research and practice.

One Health

Against the backdrop of a suite of emerging infectious diseases that caused international
crises and pandemic concerns, such as severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) and avian
influenza, One Health was employed to foster international and interdisciplinary cooperation
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in the Anthropocene." Journal of Epidemiology and Community Health, vol. 72, no. 5, 2018, pp. 420-25,
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for prevention and control of diseases originating from animals.®3 A key milestone in its
conceptual development was the 2004 ‘One world — One health’ conference organized by
the Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) and hosted by the Rockefeller University where the
12 ‘Manhattan Principles’ on One Health were developed.8* These include the notion that
‘human health programs can greatly contribute to conservation efforts’ and that
opportunities should be sought ‘to fully integrate biodiversity conservation perspectives and
human needs [...] when developing solutions to infectious disease threats’.®> In 2019, the
Berlin Principles on One Health were conceived. These expand on the Manhattan Principles
to include a new principle urging governments, civil society and scientists to combat climate
change as a ‘threat to human, animal and environmental health.”8® They also explicitly
broaden the focus from communicable disease to non-communicable diseases.?” Over the
last 20 years, the One Health concept has gained traction in the policy realm (internationally,
e.g. with the European Union committing to adopting ‘initiatives under the One Health
umbrella’®® and nationally, e.g. with the UK taking up One Health as a guiding framework for
tackling antimicrobial resistance® and in its Biological Security Strategy®®), as well as in
research and practice.

Definitions of One Health have been published by several institutions. The Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO) state that “One Health is a collaborative, cross-sectoral,
multidisciplinary approach to addressing threats and reducing risks of endemic, emerging
and re-emerging infectious diseases”®! while the One Health High Level Expert Panel
(OHHLEP) advising the World Health Organisation (WHO), UN Environment Programme
(UNEP), Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and World Organization on Animal Health
(WOAH) describe One Health as “an integrated, unifying approach that aims to sustainably
balance and optimize the health of people, animals and ecosystems. It recognizes the health
of humans, domestic and wild animals, plants, and the wider environment (including
ecosystems) are closely linked and inter-dependent. The approach mobilizes multiple sectors,
disciplines and communities at varying levels of society to work together to foster well-being
and tackle threats to health and ecosystems, while addressing the collective need for clean
water, energy and air, safe and nutritious food, taking action on climate change, and
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contributing to sustainable development.”®> As Gipps notes ‘[d]efinitions of One Health tend
to reflect the mission of the respective organisations.’®® Notions of One Health include the
recognition of the complex interdependencies between humans, non-human animals and
ecosystems which necessitate collaboration of diverse (academic) disciplines, spanning
human health, veterinary health and ecosystem sciences, with policymakers and
practitioners at different levels of governance (local, national, international) to minimize
hazards and address threats to health that arise from these interdependencies.

One Health is thus concerned not just with the health of humans but also with the health of
non-human animals and the interconnections between the two. One ethical issue that arises
from applying this concept is whether (sentient) animals or the natural environment are
being assigned moral status and how trade-offs both between these, and in relation to
human health, are balanced and decided upon (which is also part of the debate in
interspecies justice, see section 3.2). For example, these considerations have been raised in
relation to decision-making around culling to prevent disease spread which might lead to
different outcomes if a non-anthropocentric (i.e. not human-centred) component was being
considered.®* Lederman argues that considering sentient non-human animals as moral
entities or even just assuming that sentient creatures have interests, adds weight to
arguments against culling.>> Another ethical issue is whether non-human animals and
ecosystems are valued for their own sake or solely considered in terms of their role in
supporting human well-being. According to Verweij and colleagues, a One Health approach
to livestock keeping practices and zoonotic disease prevention and control demands the
consideration of further outcomes beyond human wellbeing and health in decision-making
such as ‘animal welfare, environmental flourishing and [...] moral quality of human—animal
relationships.’”*® One Health has been critiqued for being conceptually ambitious but failing
to overcome anthropocentrism in practice.®’

Climate change has been recognized as an important driver of ecosystem degradation and
the emergence and spread of disease vectors and zoonoses.’® Accordingly, adopting a One
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Health perspective on climate change adaptation (i.e. focussing on both human and animal
protection from its impacts) was postulated to provide added value in areas such as food
security, intensive livestock systems and antimicrobial resistance control.®® Verkujil and
colleagues have shown that taking a One Health approach to climate change mitigation in
the context of farmed animals can be beneficial in showcasing how pursuing only one goal —
emission reduction — can have negative impacts on human or animal health. However, some
mitigation strategies can also act synergistically to support all three outcomes.%

Planetary Health

Although use of the term Planetary Health can be traced back to earlier publications!®! and
the roots of the concept are not new,%? the Planetary Health concept was taken up more
broadly by Western scientific audiences after 2015 when the final report by the Rockefeller-
Lancet Commission on Planetary Health was published.1%® The report defines it as ‘the
achievement of the highest attainable standard of health, wellbeing, and equity worldwide
through judicious attention to the human systems—political, economic, and social—that
shape the future of humanity and the Earth's natural systems that define the safe
environmental limits within which humanity can flourish.”*°* Although it shares conceptual
overlap with One Health in that it acknowledges the interdependence of human health and
the state of nature and other living beings, it has been described as ‘a new science for
exceptional action’ as it sees cooperation at the scientific, social and governance levels as
indispensable for survival.’% Planetary health has a strong focus on the anthropogenic
drivers of changes in global natural systems and processes, such as climate change and
biodiversity loss, and accordingly on the need for profound changes in economic and societal
activities.1%®

Conceptual discussion and (scientific) community building around Planetary Health as a
relatively new concept is still ongoing. For example, the Canmore Declaration Principles for
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Planetary Health are based on an understanding of Planetary Health ‘as the interdependent
vitality of all natural and anthropogenic ecosystems; [...] biologically defined ecosystems [....]
human-constructed social, political, and economic ecosystems [...] also includes the business
ecosystems that influence sustainable and health-promoting local and global commerce.”*’
Rossa-Roccor and colleagues showed that most published peer-reviewed literature using
Planetary Health as a keyword were opinion pieces; only a minority were original research
articles.1%®

Some scholars have argued that Planetary Health has an undue focus on human health, i.e.
placing value on human health while valuing other species and ecosystems only
instrumentally.1% Planetary Health has also been criticised, especially by Indigenous
scholars, for predominantly relying ‘on western Eurocentric understandings of health and
natural systems’ which see humans as separate from each other and nature, and positions
the planet’s natural systems as a means to an end.!? Planetary Health (alongside related
concepts) has been critically discussed as a contributor to ongoing colonial domination and a
preserver of current exploitative and destructive economic models.**!

Other scholars have however explicitly used Planetary Health approaches to criticise
neoliberal economics.!'? Inequities within current generations, and between current and
future generations, regarding contributions to undermining the planet’s health and being
exposed to its subsequent effects have also been discussed as part of an overall planetary
health approach.!'3 There have been also discussions on the potential for Planetary Health
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to promote the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development!!* and have made initial attempts
at incorporating it in research practices.!?

According to our searches, (academic) discussions of ethical issues that can arise from
adopting a Planetary Health lens in policy and practice is not yet well developed and uptake
in (inter)national policy documents has been sparse so far. Broadening (e.g. bioethics) scope
by adopting a Planetary Health perspective has been suggested by some, but what this
means concretely remains subject to debate.!® Ethicists have also critically examined
Planetary Health’s central tenets as proposed by the Rockefeller-Lancet Commission and
concluded that a less all-encompassing definition, and relatedly a less dominant role of the
health professions, within planetary health could help avoid ethical challenges in practice.'’

How can integrated concepts of health inform policy and practice?

The concepts of One Health and Planetary Health can contribute to an expanded focus on
environmental determinants of health by policymakers, scientists and practitioners alike. In
a transdisciplinary way they have contributed to agenda-setting and movement-building,
thus creating momentum for evidence-informed practices and collective actions that help
secure habitability of the Earth and (human) health. They can inform policy and practice by
shedding light on potential negative or unintended consequences of activities by bringing
attention to the needs and rights of diverse human populations groups and other species
and ecosystems. However, to continue to support policy and practice, it is argued that these
concepts should deepen their ethical and normative dimensions, and instigate objective
(rather than ideologically biased) and truly foundational analyses of the root causes of the
ecological, and social, crises that characterise the Anthropocene.'8
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3.4 Indigenous and non-Western perspectives

Summary: There are many different Indigenous and non-western perspectives that are
central to consider in relation to climate and health. Three common ethically important areas
include: (i) the concept of biocultural heritage, acknowledging the strong ties between the
environment and local cultures, (ii) being in harmonious relationships with the natural
environment, and (iii) the decolonisation movement and demands for self-determination and
recognition of traditional knowledges. These are only a selected and limited number of
approaches. Of the three approaches included, the central aim of many Indigenous and non-
Western perspectives is to improve well-being while avoiding ways of life and interactions
that systemically destroy, or make sick, the environment and other community members.

Introduction

In this section, three common ethical concepts within Indigenous and non-Western
perspectives that speak to the relationship between ethics, health and the environment are
provided. These provide a necessarily brief and limited overview of ethical concepts that sit
within a wide range of rich and highly diverse philosophical traditions. The analysed
literature on Indigenous and non-Western perspectives generally use a broad concept of
health, often tied to notions of well-being. The central aim of many Indigenous and non-
Western perspectives is to improve well-being while avoiding ways of life and interactions
that systematically destroy, or make sick, the environment and other community
members.11?

Biocultural heritage

The concept of biocultural heritage acknowledges strong ties between the living
environment and local cultures, particularly among Indigenous communities.'?° For example,
the natural living environment supports Indigenous peoples’ and traditional communities’
livelihood as it enables the cultivation of crops, the keeping of domesticated animals, the
gathering of medicinal plants and the transmission of traditional knowledge and culture.?!
Environmental destruction and deterioration threatens this relationship, as it can result in a
loss of opportunities to secure livelihood and difficulties in passing on traditional knowledge
and culture to the next generation. Specifically for health, biodiversity loss can drive food
insecurity, particularly nutrient deficiencies, and the loss of foods of cultural significance.
In terms of mental well-being, the loss of biodiversity and major seasonal changes can
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undermine traditional culture, and lead to the loss of cultural identity.'?® For example, in
Mexican Indigenous communities, the cultivation of local maize varieties has huge cultural
importance and plays a key role in their nutritional diversity.1?* The loss of local maize
varieties due to climate change adds to centuries of plight and cultural losses for Mexican
Indigenous communities, affecting the well-being of an already overburdened population
group.?> The concept of biocultural heritage therefore acknowledges the irreducible
interdependence of the environment and local cultures.

Being in harmony with nature

Many Indigenous and non-Western perspectives value harmonious relationships with
nature.'?® Relations between human and non-human entities need to maintain a healthy
balance.’?’ Nature should not and cannot be reduced to its economic value or to a mere
commodity.'?® For example, in Latin America, the concept of ‘buen vivir’ (living well/good)
inspired by Indigenous knowledges and values promotes harmonious relationships between
humans and nature.'?® According to this approach human well-being is only possible within a
community and most approaches to ‘buen vivir’ understand community in an expanded
sense that includes nature.'3° Accordingly, this requires recognition that human existence is
relational, with human interdependencies (i.e. during childhood, sickness and age)
inseparable from planetary interdependencies (i.e. ecosystems as complex networks).3?

These perspectives of living in harmony with nature have begun to address environmental
harms that have adverse effects for well-being and health. For example, recognizing our
interconnectedness and interdependence with ecosystems provides ample grounds for
protecting them.3? For instance, Keown argues that ‘Buddhism would tend to regard today’s
ecological problems as having a psychological basis, for example as stemming largely from
greed, selfishness, ignorance, and apathy.’*33 In other words, humanity would not have
suffered the health consequences of environmental degradation if people exercised
prudence and were considerate of others. In African environmental ethics, particularly in
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Ubuntu philosophy, human interdependence with our environment and non-human animals
provides a reason to care about the environment and value nature.34

Decolonialisation and the environment

Indigenous and non-Western perspectives on the environment commonly incorporate
elements we find in decolonisation movements. Two elements are strongly visible in the
literature: demands for self-determination and recognition of traditional knowledges. There
is considerable frustration with governments and others for failing to consult on
environmental policies with local communities, particularly among Indigenous and local
groups.'3> Large-scale land deals with foreign investors for agricultural and conservation
purposes are often perceived by local populations as land grabs and new forms of
colonialism that imperil local livelihoods and cultural practices.*3® Consultations should
instead follow the principle of free, prior and informed consent and secure benefit
sharing.'3” There is also a lack of recognition of the importance and value of traditional
knowledges, particularly when others benefit from such knowledges, either practically or
financially, such as in the use of Indigenous agricultural knowledges for climate change
mitigation and adaptation.'3® The disavowal of Indigenous knowledges can also lead to the
imposition of agricultural systems that are not suitable for the local socioecological context
with negative effects on the nutrition of local populations.*®

How can these approaches inform policy and practice?

Indigenous and non-Western perspectives typically highlight the inseparable
interdependence of humans and the environment. However, nature is valued for very
different reasons within these highly diverse traditions, which can result in significantly
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varied applications and conclusions.'*® This makes the application of such ethical approaches
complex, as it is difficult to represent the plurality of such approaches within single policy
documents. Therefore, it is crucial to consider context, and to work with Indigenous and
non-western communities to ascertain how these approaches can be adopted.4!

There are several important reasons for including Indigenous and Non-Western perspectives
in policy discussions: (1) climate change has a disproportionate negative impact on
Indigenous communities and people in the Global South,4? (2) Indigenous and non-Western
perspectives seldom receive the attention they deserve in academic and policy discussion,*3
(3) Indigenous perspectives contain a wealth of important practical knowledge about local
environments, the impacts of climate change, and local forms of adaptation.'#

There are several examples where Indigenous and Non-Western perspectives have enriched
philosophical discussions. At the intersection of integrated concepts of health and non-
Western perspectives are approaches that emphasize the virtues of care and considerations
of others, including future generations, in relation to living in harmony with nature. This has
been coined as Earth Ethics *> and notions of love!4¢ and hope'#’ have been introduced into
the field. Recently these approaches have been discussed in relation to medical and public
health ethics, providing promising foundations for further development for environmental
health ethics. Another example that illustrates how dialogue and a common agenda can lead
to a successful incorporation of diverse forms of knowledge and concerns for the
environment is offered by peasant organisations in their declarations for food
sovereignty.148
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3.5  Professional responsibilities

Summary: Professional responsibilities are acquired by individuals who work within or
support certain professions. These responsibilities are acquired over time for a number of
reasons, including because members of a profession require unique skills, or professionals
are required to make informed and significant decisions on behalf of others. In some cases,
these professional responsibilities can be included within codes of practice to guide
professional decision making. This is one way in which ethical considerations around climate
change and health could be embedded into practice.

Introduction

Professional responsibilities are acquired by individuals who work within or support certain
professions. Four major factors are often used to justify the ethical obligations that arise
with membership of a profession: (i) the skills and knowledge are unique to members of the
profession, (ii) the professional group has a social status that makes them the sole providers
of certain defined skills or activities, (iii) the professional group has acknowledged
credentials that gives them certain exclusive privileges for which they should provide a
service back to society, and (iv) the professional group wants to gain or maintain a positive
reputation within society for which members of that profession have to assume certain
responsibilities.’®® In practice many, sometimes all, of these factors are active
simultaneously.

These professional responsibilities are often assumed voluntarily by professions (rather than
required by law, for example). In some cases, these professional responsibilities can be
included within codes of practice. Professional codes of practice can also have an impact on
the way laws are interpreted or, in some cases, drafted. This can be important for
professions to maintain a positive relation with society, uphold trust and ensure that
professions are promoting ethical practice. Due to the threat of climate change, some
professions have begun to assume professional responsibilities that seek to minimise the
adverse outcomes of the climate crisis.

Healthcare

Healthcare is one area where professional responsibilities are assumed. Healthcare
professionals must acquire a particular set of skills through undertaking relevant training and
gaining qualifications to practice various types of medicine and healthcare. These
qualifications allow healthcare professionals, such as doctors, nurses and dentists to care for
patients and assume responsibility for protecting and promoting their health. Well-known
ethical obligations in the healthcare profession include ensuring that patients provide
informed consent to treatment and that unnecessary harm is minimised.>>° This is essential
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to ensure that patient-healthcare professional relationships are maintained, and that the
healthcare profession can be trusted.

Internationally, professional responsibilities for physicians have been codified within the
World Medical Association (WMA) ‘International Code of Medical Ethics’ (ICOME).*! This
Code sets out ethical principles for members of the medical profession worldwide including
obligations towards individual patients, other health professionals, global and public
health.'>? They also include obligations relating to self-care. In the UK, doctors’ professional
responsibilities have been codified by the General Medical Council’s (GMC'’s) ‘Good Medical
Practice’ guidelines and its supporting documents.'>3 These guidelines set out the standards
of care and behaviour expected of all medical professionals. Healthcare professionals can be
held to account by invoking these standards.

Professional organisations in healthcare have started to recognise climate-related
responsibilities and standards as awareness of the adverse impacts of climate change on
health increases.’> In a 2022 update of the ICOME, the WMA included principles of
environmentally sustainable practice to minimise environmental health risks to current and
future generations.’>> Additionally, in the most recent 2024 ‘Good Medical Practice’
standards included that medical professionals have a duty to choose sustainable solutions.!>®

A need to recognise professional responsibilities related to climate change is also gaining
traction among nurses, physiotherapists and health researchers. Nurses are promoting
environmental protection measures by educating patients on climate change effects and
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mitigation, reducing waste, and engaging in advocacy efforts.?>’ Psychotherapists are
studying ways to reduce the environmental footprint of psychotherapy, engaging in
advocacy and climate education, and working on health promotion to empower people in
lifestyle changes that reduce the environmental footprint.?>® Health researchers are being
asked to critically reflect on the public value of their research and implement measures to
reduce its environmental footprint.'>®

Addressing these new ethical responsibilities may require some adaptations of medical
curricula and training. There are several calls to integrate awareness of the climate impacts
of healthcare into training for students studying to become healthcare professionals® and
greater awareness among practising healthcare professionals to improve practice.'!

Professional responsibilities in relation to environment and health in other professions

There are also professions outside health that assume responsibilities towards
environmental protection. For example, among engineers there have been attempts to build
codes of conduct or declarations to discourage their professional participation in high
carbon industries.'®? In so far as engineers have obligations to serve the public, they are
called upon to use their skills to address the climate crisis, rather than support polluting
industries. There are also wider calls to put professional skills to the service of the public, for
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instance by helping to address the Sustainable Development Goals.'®3 Chemists have also
included environmental sustainability standards in their code of ethics. The Global Chemists’
Code of Ethics demands that chemistry professionals use their expertise to ‘ensure the safety
and health of coworkers and the community, and to protect the environment for future
generations.’*®* Although rarely with an explicit reference to health, craftworker associations
are also calling for awareness of the contribution of their profession to mitigate climate
change and address sustainability concerns by insulating buildings and repairing products.'6°

How can these approaches inform policy and practice?

Different professional groups are starting to respond to the climatic and environmental
crises through the acknowledgement of various ethical responsibilities. These are often
undertaken voluntarily but may also be embedded into guidance or codes of practice that
can guide and inform practice. The professional responsibilities of different professions are
likely to differ and be interpreted differently in various contexts.
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3.6  Principlism

Summary: Principlism is characterized by the application of normative principles to guide
ethical decision-making and practice. Although best known as an approach to identifying and
resolving ethical conflicts in health care and biomedical research, a range of principles are
cited in relation to the ethical aspects of climate change and health such as principles of
sustainability, stewardship and solidarity.

Introduction

Principlism is characterized by the application of normative principles to guide ethical
decision-making and practice. It tries to find the middle ground between top-down
approaches (e.g. ethical theories such as utilitarianism) and bottom-up approaches (e.g.
casuistic approaches, starting from real world cases).66

The best-known approach in health care and biomedical research ethics is ‘the four
principles of biomedical ethics’ first systematised by Beauchamp and Childress in 1979.%67
They propose a universal framework of four ‘prima facie’ —i.e. non-absolute — moral
principles as a means of analysing and resolving ethical problems: (1) Respect for autonomy
is concerned with informing patients, acknowledging their informed choices and respecting
their views or decisions; (2) beneficence speaks to the health professional’s duty to improve
the health and well-being of their patients; (3) non-maleficence demands that health
professionals refrain from actions that harm the patient’s interests; and (4) justice requires
fairness to others when treating individual patients.'®® The moral principles are supposed to
be weighed against each other in individual, unique and often unforeseeable cases.

It is widely acknowledged that principlism is a clear approach that makes it possible to
analyze medical ethical dilemmas. The well-structured approach with its combination of top-
down and bottom-up elements is seen as a real strength in dealing with ethical questions in
healthcare.%?

The four principles approach has also been the subject of various criticisms since the first
edition of Beauchamp and Childress’s book. According to Clouser and Gert, each principle
summarizes its own well-developed and universal ethics, but combining them counteracts
the power of the individual principles.'’? They criticize the lack of practical applicability in
the case of conflicting principles as well as the arbitrariness by which the principles can be
applied: ‘The four main principles are reduced to four principles from which agents are told
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to pick and choose as they see fit, as if one could sometimes be Kantian and sometimes
Utilitarian and sometimes something else, without worrying whether the theory one is using
is adequate or not.”t”! Casuistry, or case-based ethical reasoning, has been proposed as a
better suited approach, as it may do more justice to the complexity of individual situations,
leading to more appropriate solutions.'’?

A substantial body of literature that criticizes Beauchamp and Childress four principles’ focus
on the individual person, setting or interaction. Despite the original emphasis on avoiding
any prioritization of single principles, it has been noted that respect for autonomy has
turned into the guiding principle.'”® This should be assessed critically. The ‘place of honor’ of
autonomy leads to the potential acceptance of any personal decision, with the risk that
more subtle or searching ethical exploration of decision making is ignored.'’* Above all,
feminist-oriented care ethics and relational ethics criticize the absence of considerations
about relationships, the situational, social and broader environmental context, and (socio-)
cultural diversity, oppression and injustices, that may well be relevant to individual cases.'’>

Arguably therefore, with the exception of the principle of justice, the four classic bioethical
principles, with their emphasis on biomedical interactions and hyper-individual focus, may
not be suited to identifying and resolving ethical challenges in climate change'’® and public
health interventions.'’” This shortcoming however does not undermine the success
principlism has had in mainstreaming ethics in medical education and helping to identifying
key problems in clinical practice and biomedical research.

Adapting the four principles of biomedical ethics for environmental conditions

The founding literature on bioethics by Fritz Jahr (1927)'78 and Van Rensselaer Potter
(1971)*° prominently included an environmental component that has been left aside with
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the wide adoption of the four principles of biomedical ethics.*® As such, the traditional four
principle approach has largely ignored environmental factors in their application.

One option that has been proposed in the literature to promote the inclusion of ethical
issues of climate change, health and environmental degradation within principlism is to
adapt the established four principles of biomedical ethics.

It has been argued that a very broad concept of justice could be utilised to incorporate
environmental concerns.'®! For instance, this could be achieved by balancing individual
benefits from healthcare with the environmental impact of hospitals on neighbouring
communities. Yet the application of this principle requires an extensive understanding of the
relevant issues in justice associated with ethical reflection on the environment including the
capacity to identify them.82 This may also require knowledge about historic injustices,
awareness of the multiple forms of justice, and the ability to put oneself in the position of
others. It has been noted that established bioethics research and training has done little to
shift the attention away from interpersonal health ethics towards environmental injustices,
particularly those affecting racialised and other minorities.*®3 In the context of climate
change and health, it is probably more helpful to think of justice less as a single principle and
more as a requirement to reflect on the diverse ways in which a family of concepts related
to questions of justice and fairness — of what is owed to whom and by whom — need to be
addressed in decision making. (For a fuller account of justice, see section 3.2.)

Despite these problems, there are attempts to adapt principles-based ethical approaches to
address environmental concerns for health. For example, it has been proposed that a new
principle of ‘sustainability’ should be introduced to assist clinical decision-making.'8* Another
approach has been to revise principlism by introducing a new set of principles — distributive
justice, resource conservation, simplicity, and ethical economics — to work towards a new
green bioethics, for example, to provide professionals with guiding principles in individual
health care.1®
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Ethical principles from public health, environmental and climate ethics

Despite substantial scepticism about its theoretical underpinnings,8 there have been
several attempts to adapt principlism to make it suitable to address ethical issues in public
health. For example, it has been suggested that the traditional four principles could be
interpreted more widely. In accordance, for example, with the liberal tradition associated
with John Stuart Mill, the principle of non-maleficence can be understood as a harm
principle.’®” In this sense the principle suggests that ‘coercive, liberty-infringing state
interference can be acceptable where the purpose is to prevent harm to others.”'8 A large
number of public health interventions to control, for example, air pollution could be justified
when unsafe thresholds are reached. Other bioethicists have preferred to introduce new
principles such as ‘health maximisation’, ‘efficiency’, and ‘proportionality’.*®°® The principle of
‘equity’ is also evoked widely in both climate change!®® and health discourses.'®! Care should
be taken not to confuse equity with ‘equality’ as it seeks to advance fairness and
impartiality, rather than equal treatment of all. An additional principle that has received
wide interest in public health ethics is ‘solidarity’.1°?

Another strategy is to introduce established principles from environmental ethics and
climate ethics in the analysis of environmental health issues. For example, the precautionary
principle is likely to limit activities that raise potentially serious threats of harm to human
health, even if causes and consequences are not fully established scientifically.?® The
precise meaning of this principle has been subject to much discussion, and therefore has
also been referred to as an approach in public health ethics.’®* It is argued that the approach
would seek to halt the spread of chemicals and biological materials where there is some
evidence they cause serious harm, particularly where the potential scale of the harm is
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great.’®> Another principle that is used in environmental health ethics is stewardship.%
Principles of good stewardship have a strong tradition in agricultural and environmental
ethics (also referred to in terms of good husbandry)*®” and in African ethics in relation to
obligations to past and future generations.'® Other ethical approaches specifically address
issues of distributing costs of climate measures, such as the ‘polluter pays’ or the ‘ability to
pay’ principles.?®®

There have also been attempts to introduce new principles specifically tailored for public
health ethics. To justify public health interventions, Ross Upshur, for example, introduces
four principles: the harm principle, the principle of least restrictive means, the reciprocity
principle, and the transparency principle.?? It is argued that it is within the scope of such
principle-based approaches, to analyse population-level ethical issues and tensions in the
area of climate change and health.

Principles used by governing bodies to address the climate and environmental crises

There have been several attempts by United Nation Organisations and independent
organisations to introduce new principles. An early example is the publication ‘Environment
and Health: The European Charter and Commentary’ introducing 14 principles, such as
‘prevention is better than cure’ and longer statements such as ‘Development assistance
should promote sustainable development and the safeguarding and improvement of human
health as one of its integral components.’?°! In addition, United Nation organizations
continuously recall the core human rights principles of ‘progressive realization of human
rights’ and ‘international cooperation’.2°2 The UNESCO has also introduced a series of
principles ranging from the high level, such as ‘prevention of harm’ and ‘solidarity’ to the

more focussed principle of ‘scientific knowledge and integrity in decision-making’.29
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In a recent report on ‘Health, climate change and ethics’?%* the Nuffield Council on Bioethics
has introduced principles for the assessment of ethical considerations arising from the
impact of climate change on health. These are:

e Justice: this addresses the just division, fair sharing and equitable distribution of the
benefits and burdens of climate change, and the identification and allocation of
responsibilities to address that distribution.

e Consideration of extending moral concern —including concepts of rights — to the non-
human world, and how these can be balanced with competing (or perhaps
compatible) human rights and interests.

e Solidarity, in the sense of shared practices reflecting a collective commitment to
carry ‘costs’ (financial, social, emotional or otherwise) to assist others. This
recognises the global context of climate change. It may also extend to solidarity with
(aspects of) the non-human world.

e Intergenerational responsibility — which seeks to identify what is owed to future and
hypothetical generations and on what basis, and how to act when this conflicts with
supporting and advancing the interests of those currently living.

Related principle

The principle (or concept) of ‘Our Common Home’ seeks to create awareness among people
that we share our world with others, including other species, and we have stewardship
responsibilities towards future generations. This approach has been recently widely
propagated by the Vatican through an encyclical letter?°> in terms of ‘caring for our common
home’ and has encouraged interreligious dialogue?®® and cooperation with scientific
institutions.2%”

How can these approaches inform policy and practice?

Principlism approaches have the advantage of being widely used as tools of biomedical
ethics and more or less successful attempts have been made to transfer these approaches to
other disciplines,?%® including climate ethics.??° Health professionals with basic ethical
training are therefore likely to be open to adding new principles to their ethical reasoning.
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However, applying principles is not trivial, as it requires some skill to identifying and
weighing the different principles.?'° Furthermore, some principles, particularly ‘justice’ are
complex, multifaceted and should be seen rather as a rich philosophical theory and concept,
than as a principle (see section 3.2).
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4. Discussion and Conclusion

This review presents brief accounts of ethical approaches that are commonly used to analyse
ethical issues in relation to climate, environment and health. These are deliberately intended
to be short and suggestive, rather than exhaustive. We provide a selection of footnotes to
the rich and complex scholarship that lies behind them.

This short review cannot capture the richness of, for example, Indigenous and non-Western
perspectives and other approaches and perspectives that are primarily used in
environmental ethics, such as utilitarianism, virtue ethics and deep ecology.?!? It has also not
engaged with the criticism of how capitalism is affecting health and climate,?!? new
interpretations of the concept ‘land ethic’ in relation to health,?!3 or concepts to condemn
environmental destruction, such as ‘ecocide.’?'* As there is greater recognition of the impact
of environmental and climate crises on health, we are witnessing an exponential increase in
research attention.?®

Although the ethical approaches are presented separately, they overlap and are often
combined when applied. There are also some noteworthy similarities between the different
approaches. Integrated concepts of health and the Indigenous and non-Western
perspectives, for example, share the view that humans and the environment are an
interconnected whole. Within these perspectives there is a move toward valuing the
environment and other species in and of themselves, along with other, more instrumental
interpretations that emphasise the value of such systems for human well-being.

Rights-based and justice approaches aim at establishing institutional orders that are
conducive to the securing of environmental conditions for healthy human lives. While these
approaches clearly address States, they have become such an important part of our public
lives that individuals and other, non-state institutions often seek to do their share in
securing these rights and fulfilling the demands of justice.

Principlism and professional responsibilities often provide individual professionals with some
degree of orientation on how to behave ethically in their practice including values and

211 Brennan, Andrew and Norva Y.S. Lo. "Environmental Ethics." The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy
(Summer 2024 Edition), edited by Edward N. Zalta and Uri Nodelman, 2024,
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/ethics-environmental/, Palmer, Clare et al. "Environmental Ethics." Annual
Review of Environment and Resources, vol. 39, no. Volume 39, 2014, 2014, pp. 419-42, doi:10.1146/annurev-
environ-121112-094434.

212 Fraser, Nancy. "Climates of Capital for a Trans-Environmental Eco-Socialism." New left review, no. 127, 2021,
pp. 94-127, Leff, Enrique. Political Ecology: Deconstructing Capital and Territorializing Life. Palgrave Macmillan,
2021, Moore, Jason W. "The Capitalocene, Part I: On the Nature and Origins of Our Ecological Crisis." The
Journal of peasant studies, vol. 44, no. 3, 2017, pp. 594-630.

213 Wardrope, Alistair. "Health Justice in the Anthropocene: Medical Ethics and the Land Ethic." Journal of
Medical Ethics, vol. 46, no. 12, 2020, pp. 791-96, doi:10.1136/medethics-2020-106855, ---. "Medical Ethics and
the Land Ethic." Encyclopedia of Business and Professional Ethics, edited by Deborah C. Poff and Alex C.
Michalos, Springer International Publishing, 2023, pp. 1320-25. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-22767-
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214 Neira, Herméan et al. "Ecocidio." Revista de Filosofia, vol. 76, 2019, pp. 127-48, doi:10.4067/5S0718-
43602019000200127.

215 Sheather, Julian et al. "Ethics, Climate Change and Health ? A Landscape Review." Wellcome Open Research,
vol. 8, no. 343, 2023, doi:10.12688/wellcomeopenres.19490.1.
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principles that should drive interactions and decisions. Where ethical principles are
endorsed by institutions and professional responsibilities are spelled out in codes of
conduct, these approaches can contribute to a variety of legal, and structural changes to
promote environmental sustainability and healthy environments.

Applying these ethical approaches, or deciding to prioritise one or another, can also lead to
some tensions or conflicts.

First, while environmental protection and climate action are crucial for human survival,
there are other urgent health problems, such as securing reproductive healthcare services or
controlling opioid addictions, which may be of higher priority in some circumstances.?% It is
therefore important to also compare the issue of environmental health with other areas of
concern and to strengthen the arguments for recognising its urgency and priority.

Further, it is feared that environmental measures may disadvantage individual patients.?!’
Such ethical tensions need to be acknowledged and discussed in a prudent manner.
Additionally, failure to incorporate some of these ethical approaches, such as Indigenous
and non-Western perspectives, may lead to harmful shortcomings and violate epistemic
justice.

Narrow interpretations of certain approaches, such as understanding justice solely as a
principle for fair allocation of resources, may undermine the much richer potential of
identifying structural injustices that are a result of aggregate actions and institutional
failures.?8 It also risks failing to do justice to the interests of other species, future
generations and historically marginalised population groups.

This as a dynamic document. The sheer scale of published literature in this area on the one
hand and the difficulty to categorize them as distinct approaches on the other hand makes
an exhaustive and static document impossible. Sadly, we have had to omit many details and
much complexity. In our view, the most substantial omissions had to be made in the sections
on justice and Indigenous and non-Western perspectives, as the literature in the background
is vast. Further, more detailed reviews on these two approaches would be recommendable.
This review cannot therefore do full justice to the richness of the work we are discussing. We
also had to pool approaches with very different understandings of what ‘health” means.
Furthermore, there are certainly other ways of structuring these approaches. Therefore, we
underline that these ethical approaches are not set in stone and welcome further
discussions on the application of these and other ethical approaches for this urgent topic.

Policy makers and bioethicists need to navigate these types of potential tensions or conflicts.
A starting point is to be aware of the different ethical approaches used in the discussion and

216 Cf, Chimonas, Susan et al. "The Future of Physician Advocacy: A Survey of U.S. Medical Students." BMC
Medical Education, vol. 21, no. 1, 2021, p. 399, doi:10.1186/s12909-021-02830-5.

217 Wiesing, Urban. "Climate Change and the Different Roles of Physicians: A Critical Response to" a Planetary
Health Pledge for Health Professionals in the Anthropocene"." Medicine, Health Care and Philosophy, vol. 25,
no. 1, 2022, pp. 161-64, doi:10.1007/s11019-021-10051-2.

218 Kortetmiki, Teea. Agriculture and Climate Change: Ethical Considerations. Federal Ethics Committee on

Non-Human Biotechnology, 2022.
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thereby understanding why stakeholders may have difficulties agreeing on certain points
while sharing the same overall goal of improving environmental health.?%°

219 Cf, ibid., Korthals, Michiel. Before Dinner: Philosophy and Ethics of Food. Springer, 2004.
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