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Doctors of BC Position 

Doctors of BC recognizes the significant impact climate change can have on human health and the need for everyone 

to work to reduce the rate at which climate change occurs. To support mitigation and adaptation measures to reduce 

the impact of climate change on human health, Doctors of BC commits to: 

 Reducing our carbon footprint as an organization. 

 Supporting BC physicians to improve sustainability in their practices through quality improvement projects, and 

to spread and scale up successful quality initiatives that generate outcomes such as limiting waste, improving 

the use of resources, and limiting the carbon footprint of the workplace.   

 Working with continuing medical education organizations to promote training in emergency preparedness 

planning for physicians.  

Doctors of BC recommends that: 

 Efforts of the Canadian Medical Association and BC Government to reduce the healthcare sectors’ greenhouse 

gas emissions be sustained and expanded wherever possible.  

 Health emergency management and planning activities integrate physician perspectives to ensure physicians 

are well positioned to provide care during climate-related events.  

 Health impact assessments be required in connection with all proposed projects and programs that have the 

potential to alter the environment to ensure mitigation of potential risks to human health. 

 

Background

Climate change refers to “a change in climate 

which is attributed directly or indirectly to human 

activity that alters the composition of the global 

atmosphere and which is in addition to natural 

climate variability observed over comparable time 

periods.”(1) These changes have the potential to 

affect every aspect of human life, including our 

health. 

Climate change is already impacting BC. Historical 

data from 1900 to 2013 shows that the average 

annual temperature has increased by 1.4°C, annual 

precipitation has increased, average sea levels 

have risen, and ice on lakes and rivers melts 

earlier.(2) 

Climate change can result in reduced air quality, 

water- and food-borne contamination, increased 

exposure to ultraviolet rays, and vector-borne and 

zoonotic disease. Some of the direct health impacts 

associated with these changes include respiratory 

and cardiovascular illness, cancer, infectious 

disease, disturbed immune function, and mental 

health conditions among others.(3)(4) Indirect 

health impacts can include increased occupational 

health risks, population displacement and conflict, 

and increased exposure to air pollutants, among 

others.(5) 

To the extent British Columbians experience more 

intense and frequent extreme weather events such 

as flooding, water shortages, storm surges, heat 



 

waves, wildfires, and vector-borne disease, there is 

likely to be associated increased loss of life, 

morbidity, injury, disease, and/or 

hospitalizations.(6) 

To reduce the impacts of climate change on human 

health, there is a need to reduce the rate at which 

climate change occurs through preventive 

measures, such as reducing greenhouse gas 

emissions, and to adapt to the effects of climate 

change on human health that are already occurring. 

Analysis  

Mitigation  

Greenhouse gases resulting from the use of fossil 

fuels are the most significant contributor to climate 

change. Globally, the Canadian healthcare system 

ranks third-highest in terms of per capita 

greenhouse gas emissions and contributes 4% of 

Canada’s total emissions.(7) 

Many parts of the healthcare system are already 

actively working to reduce contributors to climate 

change. In BC, the Carbon Neutral Government 

Regulation under the Climate Change 

Accountability Act requires all public sector 

organizations, including health authorities, to take 

steps to ensure they are carbon neutral.(8)  

At the national level, the Canadian Medical 

Association has been a leader in increasing public 

awareness of the impacts of climate change on 

human health and advocating for policy change. 

Doctors of BC applauds these efforts and supports 

the ongoing work to reduce greenhouse gas 

emissions across the healthcare sector.  

In line with these efforts, Doctors of BC is also 

actively working to reduce the carbon footprint of 

the organization through a range of actions, 

including reducing energy usage, water and other 

materials, providing staff training and education on 

environmental sustainability, and ensuring 

environmentally and socially sustainable product 

procurement.   

In addition to these systems level efforts, many 

physicians are involved in a range of activities to 

address climate change and promote awareness of 

the human health impacts of climate change. 

Doctors of BC supports these activities through the 

Joint Collaborative Committees where physicians 

can access quality improvement (QI) funding to 

improve sustainability in their practices. One 

example of where this has occurred is through 

Facility Engagement, an initiative of the Specialist 

Services Committee, where funding is available to 

physicians to engage in quality improvement 

projects related to sustainability. The outcomes 

from one completed project at Kelowna General 

Hospital included limiting waste, improving the use 

of resources, and limiting the carbon footprint of the 

workplace.(9)  

Doctors of BC is committed to supporting 

physicians to make changes to improve 

sustainability in their practices, and to working with 

physicians to spread and scale up successful 

quality initiatives.  

Adaptation  

Doctors of BC recognizes that, despite prevention 

efforts, British Columbians are already feeling the 

impacts of climate change. A range of strategies 

and tools are needed to reduce the health harms 

associated with climate change. Physicians can 

play a valuable role in communicating the 

population health impacts of climate change, as 

well as contributing to strategies to reduce potential 

harms.  

Physicians are often required to provide care to 

patients during and after climate-related disasters. 

It is, therefore, critically important to incorporate 

physicians’ experiences and perspectives into 

health emergency management planning. Doctors 

of BC supports public health work focused on 



 

enhancing community capacity and building 

community resilience to reduce the health impact of 

emergencies on British Columbians. In addition to 

those efforts, physicians should be incorporated 

into planning and preparedness at the individual, 

community, and systems level in order to build 

physician capacity to respond in the event of an 

emergency. Additionally, continuing medical 

education organizations should promote training in 

emergency preparedness for physicians to help 

physicians manage the health impacts of climate 

change.(10)  

Prior to the development of new policies, projects, 

and programs it is important to identify and 

consider  potential health impacts. Health impact 

assessments are a tool that can be used to 

understand the potential health effects, and make 

recommendations to maximize potential positive 

health impacts and reduce health risks.(11)  

Because climate change is already occurring, 

health impact assessments are an important tool to 

help predict the increasingly complex interactions 

between the environment and human health. 

Doctors of BC has historically advocated for and 

continues to believe that potential health impacts 

should be a key consideration in the development 

of new policies, projects or programs in order to 

better understand potential impacts on human 

health and to develop adaptation strategies to 

reduce any significant health risks. 

 
 References 

 
(1) United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. [1992] Available from: 

http://unfcc.int/files/essentail_background/background_publications_htmlpdf/application 

(2) British Columbia. Impacts of Climate Change [September 1, 2020]. Available from: 
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/environment/climate-change/adaptation/impacts  

(3) Watts N, Adger W, Agnolucci P, Blackstock J et al. Health and climate 
change: policy responses to protect public health. The Lancet 
2015;386(10006):1861-1914. 

 
(4) Watts N, Amann M, Ayeb-Karlsson S, Belesova K et al. The 

Lancet Countdown on health and climate change: from 25 
years of inaction to a global transformation for public health. 
The Lancet 2017;391(10120):581-630  

(5) Government of Canada. Climate change and health: Health effects. 
[September 1, 2020]. Available from:  https://www.canada.ca/en/health-
canada/services/climate-change-health.html  

(6) Ministry of Environment and Climate Change Strategy. Preliminary 
Strategic Climate Risk Assessment for British Columbia, July 2019. 
Available from: 
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/environment/climate-
change/adaptation/prelim-strat-climate-risk-
assessment.pdf?fbclid=IwAR3Fk-
Vf6tohbvfch3kda5j5BYhYzOhjlgZ03dH_bGe7bC7yHKSLCcWf6K0 

(7) The Lancet Countdown on Health and Climate Change: Policy brief 
for Canada, November 2019. Available from: 
https://storage.googleapis.com/lancet-countdown/2019/11/Lancet-
Countdown_Policy-brief-for-Canada_FINAL.pdf  

(8) British Columbia. Carbon Neutral Government – Program 
Requirements. [September 1, 2020]. Available from: 
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/environment/climate-
change/public-sector/carbon-neutral  

(9) Kelowna General Hospital Physicians Society. Improving 
Sustainability in the Operating room. Facility Engagement: An SSC 
Initiative. Available from: 
https://www.kelownaphysicianssociety.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2019/12/KGHPS-Presentation-v38-Dec-19-13.pdf  

(10) Doctors of BC. Integrating Physicians in Disaster Preparedness and 
Health Emergency Management, November 2018. Available from: 
https://www.doctorsofbc.ca/prevention-health-promotion/integrating-
physicians-disaster-preparedness-and-health-emergency  

(11) World Health Organization. Health Impact Assessment. [September 1, 
2020]. https://www.who.int/health-topics/health-impact-
assessment#tab=tab_1 

History  

June 2021: Approved by Board of Directors.  


