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Climate and health
The Swedish Medical Association’s policy to promote climate action and health.

Over the past 100 years, the world’s population has 
quadrupled, while per capita energy consumption has 
increased tripled. Available cheap fossil fuels and tech-
nological advances have led to a remarkable development 
in people’s prosperity and quality of life, although dist-
ribution is still very uneven.

This rapid development has led to increased human 
pressure on the global, biophysical processes that are 
essential for the ecosystems that sustain us.

The WHO has stated that there is very strong evidence 
that human activities are affecting the global climate 
and that climate change has serious implications for 
public health. Extreme weather events and impacts on 
food and water supply are the direct effects of changes 
in ecosystems that are associated with global warming 
and which are creating significant health risks, such as 
increased numbers of deaths caused by heat waves and 
natural disasters, as well as the increased prevalence of 
vector-borne diseases such as malaria.

Continued climate change will have very adverse social 
and environmental impacts. From a global perspective, 

the countries with weak infrastructure will suffer most, 
i.e. mainly developing countries. The effects of an in-
crease in global mean temperature and its impact on 
health are widespread: storms and flooding, severe heat 
waves and droughts. The impact on drinking water and 
air quality can have major impacts on public health, 
such as an altered disease panorama and increased psy-
chosocial stress.

Apart from the direct adverse effects on health, climate 
change also gives rise to ocean acidification because of 
the rapid increase in carbon dioxide, which in turn affects 
biodiversity. Declining ozone levels in the atmosphere 
and a lack of fresh water are other examples. Overall, the 
risks are great, not only for agriculture and food security 
but also for the economy generally and for public health.

At the same time, humanity is in a position of major 
development potential. Green economy, which includes 
revolutionary technologies and changes in certain living 
habits, is expected to generate more jobs and increase 
the prospects for improved health and reduced levels of 
poverty globally. The overall assessment is that climate 
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change represents the largest challenge for the future of 
humanity. It also represents the greatest opportunity to 
improve health in a global perspective, but only if the 
world’s countries act quickly. In the short-term, a reduc-
tion of greenhouse gas emissions is absolutely essential. 
A society free of fossil-fuel consumption is healthier 
and involves less exposure to air pollutants, which is of 
major importance for public health. The basis for the 
further development of society is that we must nurture 
and conserve the ecosystems that are the basis for our 
continued existence.

The Swedish Medical Association believes that human 
activities should not lead to serious changes in the Earth’s 
climate. For example, by changing our eating habits, 
and thus altering our mode of food production, like a 
reduced use of fossil fuels, can reduce carbon dioxide 
emissions, while health benefits can also be expected.

For doctors, it is necessary to increase awareness of how 
health and healthcare are affected by changes in climate 
and the environment, and to find its role in how society 
will deal with these problems. The WHO, EU and the 
World Medical Association have for many years emp-
hasized the importance of urgently initiating this work, 
where the British Medical Association is a role model.

The Swedish Medical Association’s policy aims to stimu-
late the further development of preventive and adaptive 

climate and health measures within health and healt-
hcare on a local, national and global level. The main 
standpoint is the importance of highlighting how doctors 
and the Swedish Medical Association can contribute 
positively to the climate issue, with a particular focus on 
health issues. The doctors has an important role to play 
in raising awareness of the impacts of climate change 
on health, and in promoting a more environmentally 
friendly lifestyle. It is important that physicians share 
their knowledge and experience in the areas of climate 
and health by disseminating information in various 
ways and by interacting with other professions and or-
ganizations.

  
The Swedish Medical Association has an important role to 
play when it comes to:

•	 Identifying and supporting measures that reduce 
the impact on the environment, yet also lead to 
improved health. These can include sustainable 
energy consumption, sustainable transport systems 
and changes in the modes of production and con-
sumption of food.

•	 Promoting an adaption of healthcare services to 
challenges raised by future climate- and environ-
mental changes. 
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•	 Influencing attitudes and public opinion by pro-
viding scientifically based facts for policy makers 
and the public regarding the links between climate, 
climate change and health within the context of 
our profession.

•	 Conveying the message that the transition to a 
sustainable society for future generations means 
developing a society with new technology and better 
opportunities for good health.

•	 Working globally, because the climate’s effects on 
health are global phenomena and must be resolved 
in a spirit of equality, improved cooperation and 
respect for human rights.

This is what the Swedish Medical Asso-
ciation can do in its internal activities

The Swedish Medical Association shall be a role mo-
del in its environmental work. Laws and regulations 
should be considered as the lowest level in environ-
mental efforts. The association’s activities should be 
conducted with as little environmental impact as pos-
sible. Concern for the environment shall characterize 
the association’s activities and become a natural part 
of its daily work. In order to contribute to sustainable 
development, all employees and elected officials in the 
association should be familiar with the association’s 

policies and should be involved in environmental ef-
forts to make the best possible choices in order to re-
duce the impact on the environment. The intentions 
of the policy and all of the activities of the association 
should be regularly reviewed, evaluated and reported. 
 
The Swedish Medical Association intends to:

•	 Create environmental awareness among the 
association’s elected representatives and employees.

•	 Prioritize environmentally labelled products and 
utilise the opportunities available to impose envi-
ronmental requirements for the procurement and 
purchase of goods and services.

•	 Ensure that the association’s activities are conducted 
in a sustainable manner by reducing energy con-
sumption and carbon emissions.

•	 Identify key issues and work and push these issues 
forwards.

•	 Apply an environmentally friendly travel and mee-
ting policy.

•	 Support a more environmentally sound policy for 
future capital investment.
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The Swedish Medical Association intends to:

•	 Support individual doctors and healthcare providers 
when it comes to identifying and initiating measures 
to both reduce environmental impacts and promote 
improved health.

•	 Act as a forum for knowledge and debate as well as 
help develop and spread ideas.

•	 Exchange knowledge and experience in the areas of 
climate and health in various ways by interacting 
with other professions and organizations.

The Swedish Medical Association’s role 
at the global level

The Swedish Medical Association has a key role in in-
creasing awareness and understanding that the health is-
sues are global; tackling current problems like infections, 
antibiotic resistance and food-borne diseases requires 
international coordination.

 
LThe Swedish Medical Association intends to:

•	 Collaborate with other national medical associations 
and international organizations to increase awareness 
and ensure that concrete steps are taken to remedy 
the problems associated with global climate and 
health.

•	 Disseminate information 
about and prevent adverse impacts 
on the environment caused by the 
inappropriate use of medicines.

•	 Increase awareness about how 
we are affected when ecosystems are 
destroyed.

•	 Increase knowledge about 
where and how equipment and medi-
cal technology used in healthcare are 
manufactured and recycled.

 
 

The Swedish Medical Association’s role 
in education

Healthcare practitioners, particularly doctors, are of 
major importance when it comes to explaining causation 
in states of illness. It is therefore important that doc-
tors acquire knowledge about the relationship between 
climate and health. The Swedish Medical Association 
therefore believes that knowledge about the relationship 
between climate and health should be a regular feature 
in medical education. Since future developments will 
happen rapidly and will be unpredictable, it is reasonable 
to regularly provide education concerning climate and 
health during speciality service and training. The educa-
tion needs to provide a historical perspective, combined 
with an ecological perspective, as well as teaching about 
the direct health effects on humans in different parts 
of the world.

In practising their profession, doctors should be role 
models in environmental efforts.

The Swedish Medical Association intends to:

•	 Work to ensure that climate and health will be in-
tegrated and a natural part of the basic medical 
education for doctors.

•	 Promote and work towards good quality education 
and training about climate and health as part of both 
specialist training as well as continued professional 
development.

The Swedish Medical 
Association’s role at a  
local and national level

This is what the Swedish Medical 
Association can do to support the 
doctors.

Several regions in Sweden has already 
come a long way in the implemen-
tation of preventive measures and 
are working to adapt healthcare 
services to the changing climate. 
They are working with problem ana-
lyses, forecasts and strategies, which 
include energy efficiency, manage-
ment of heat waves and flooding. 
The Medical Association’s role is 
to support and disseminate know-
ledge about these developments. 
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