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Responding to the climate crisis – bridging 
the gap between public health ethics and 
environmental ethics
Ethik der Klimakrise – Wie und warum eine Kluft 
zwischen Public Health-Ethik und Umweltethik 
überbrückt werden sollte
https://doi.org/10.1515/pubhef-2021-0141

Abstract: The climate crisis is a major public health ethics 
problem that needs to be addressed using a broad set of 
ethical tools to analyse the manifold ethical issues. To 
enrich the discourse, we suggest to bridge the gap between 
environmental ethics and public health ethics. A planetary 
health ethics could help to develop a holistic perspective 
and create awareness about the multiple ethically relevant 
interactions between humans and the environment.

Keywords: climate change; environmental justice; ine-
qualities; planetary health; public health ethics.

Zusammenfassung: Die Klimakrise ist ein aus gesund-
heitsethischer Sicht komplexes Problem, das mit verschie-
denen ethischen Instrumenten angegangen werden muss. 
Um den Diskurs zu bereichern, sollten wir die Kluft zwi-
schen Public Health-Ethik und Umweltethik überbrücken. 
Eine planetare Gesundheitsethik könnte helfen, eine 
ganzheitliche Perspektive zu entwickeln und ein Bewusst-
sein für die vielen ethisch relevanten Wechselwirkungen 
zwischen Mensch und Umwelt zu schaffen.

Schlüsselwörter: Ethik der öffentlichen Gesundheit; Kli-
mawandel; planetare Gesundheit; Umweltgerechtigkeit; 
Ungleichheiten.

Is the climate crisis a public health 
ethics problem?
The climate crisis is a threat to global public health [1]. 
Now, what constitutes a public health ethics problem? We 
are tempted to say that any issue of public health is also 
a public health ethics problem. This is because the goals 
of public health research and practice almost invariably 
concern questions of equity and justice in the attempt 
to achieve the best-possible health outcomes for all [2]. 
Public health goals are thus inherently value-based. 
Public health ethics explores goals and values, discusses 
moral dilemmas and analyses how to achieve goals under 
conditions of resource scarcity, different value systems, 
multiple forms of discrimination, and competing inte-
rests. As we will demonstrate, the climate crisis stipulates 
a range of moral issues that public health ethics is concer-
ned with.

Whilst most emissions to date have been produced 
by the wealthiest nations, the public health impacts of 
the changing climate primarily affect nations with lower 
income levels [3]. This is a problem of global inequalities. 
Unequal contributions to the climate and other environ-
mental crises by different population groups over time 
imply injustices with future generations facing threats to 
their opportunities for a flourishing life [4]. Within and 
across nations, certain population groups face higher 
forms of health risks than others, including e.g. the 
elderly, pregnant women and young children, people with 
pre-existing mental or physical impairments, forced mig-
rants, and people with low socioeconomic status [1].
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Other normative dimensions that characterise envi-
ronmental crises can be summarised as recognition failu-
res. These include the recognition of the various types of 
benefits that people enjoy from common goods such as 
clean air, forests and coral reefs. Another example is the 
failure to recognize the epistemic injustice in whose voice 
is heard when it comes to negotiating responsibilities, 
establishing priorities, and the identification of diverse 
needs [5].

The role of public health ethics therefore is to support 
the identification of the normative aspects of the climate 
and other environmental crises, and develop guidance on 
how to deal with them. Uncovering and describing these 
normative dimensions is indispensable in order to hold 
ourselves accountable against the moral frameworks that 
we claim to adhere to as a global society. There are ample 
resources in public health ethics that can help to analyse 
potential moral conflicts and guide decision-making 
based on considerations of justice, disadvantage, and 
more recently intersectionality [8–12].

Addressing the unfolding environmental changes 
requires a profound transformation of various areas 
of human activities globally, starting from a shift to net 
zero carbon energy sources, changes in food production 
and consumption patterns and in means and frequen-
cies of transportation [13]. These systemic changes can 
affect individual liberties which might be justified for the 
common good. Without an accompanying shift in norms 
and value systems, societal changes on the scale neces-
sary will likely not be achievable [14].

In summary, the climate and other environmental 
crises expose and exacerbate existing shortcomings in 
equitable opportunities to spend a flourishing life – which 
includes health and wellbeing – both globally and within 
nations. Furthermore, they constitute a case of inter- and 
intragenerational injustice in intersecting areas including 
race, ethnic background, and gender. Lastly, they com-
pound the classic moral dilemma of public health and 
liberal democracies: the need to limit individual liberties to 
achieve collective wellbeing. To justify profound changes 
and encourage cooperation to address the climate crisis, 
we need a stronger interaction between ethical discourses 
regarding the environment and public health.

Bridging the gap: environmental 
ethics and public health ethics
How can public health ethics analysis on the climate 
crisis be strengthened? We suggest addressing a gap we 

see between environmental ethics and public health 
ethics.

The field of environmental ethics was born from 
interrogating the nature of humankind’s relationship 
with its (animate and inanimate) natural environment. 
In its early literature, a strong anthropocentric perspec-
tive on this matter was prevalent. As a response to the 
failure of insufficiently assessing the importance of non-
human sentient beings and the inanimate environment, 
various strands of environmental ethics emerged that att-
empted to shift the focus of inquiry from humans to the 
value of all sentient beings or even whole ecosystems. 
This shift gave birth to important work on the impera-
tive to respect non-human sentient beings and valuing 
living organisms irrespectively of their use for humans 
[15]. The relationship between humans and the environ-
ment is becoming again a major field of inquiry, stimu-
lated by novel approaches, for instance the capabilities 
approach [16] and Rozzi’s concept of biocultural heritage 
[17], that offer new defences on the need of relating to 
nature, either as something we may value on itself, or to 
be able to interact with nature and pass on biocultural 
knowledge.

Public health ethics has been shaped from early 
on by the ethical analysis of health-related concerns 
on a population level, especially in relation to preven-
tion and health promotion, and also regarding health 
systems and health care. The central focus is on the 
health of human beings. Typical public health ethics 
discussions are concerned with normative concepts 
such as population benefit, stigma, solidarity, or ques-
tions of social justice in relation to tobacco, infectious 
diseases and vaccination, non-communicable diseases, 
health behaviour, amongst others. Many of these early 
studies are related to human beings and their socio-
political environment, including poor working con-
ditions, poverty, poor nutrition, and living in densely 
populated areas. Only recently public health ethics has 
started to discuss the climate crisis [18–20], but contri-
butions remain few.

While environmental ethics has concentrated on how 
humans affect the environment, public health ethics has 
included a systematic study on how the environment 
affects human health, particularly under environmental 
health ethics [21]. A public health ethics that is informed 
by environmental ethics can embrace a more holistic per-
spective on the two-directional interaction between pro-
tecting the environment and human health. Under this 
perspective, the promotion of human health and the pro-
tection of the environment are not competing goals, but 
complement each other [22].



Timmermann et al.: Responding to the climate crisis      39

Responding to the climate crisis 
with a planetary health approach
We suggest bridging the gap between environmental 
and public health ethics could support the identifica-
tion of solutions to the ethical dilemmas that arise from 
the climate and other environmental crises. This could 
be achieved by adopting a planetary health lens in both 
fields of applied ethics. Planetary health is both an atti-
tude towards life and an emerging field of scientific 
inquiry which takes a transdisciplinary approach to exa-
mining the links between anthropogenic environmental 
crises and their impacts and developing solutions [4]. It 
puts a strong focus on the interconnectedness of humans 
with our natural environment and on the stability and 
functioning of all ecosystems which ultimately deter-
mine human health and wellbeing. In this sense, plane-
tary health, similar to environmental ethics, recognizes 
the instrumental value of ecosystems for our survival 
and their irreplaceability. It is concerned with integra-
ting human and animal health in a healthy environment 
whilst achieving equity in population health globally 
[23]. There have been attempts to define a planetary 
health ethical framework which reflects the holistic and 
encompassing view of the field on humanity’s relation-
ship with the environment [4, 24]. Part of the planetary 
health approach is the acknowledgement that many 
people are not indifferent regarding their relationship 
with the environment [25]. If we recognize that the envi-
ronment also has intrinsic value, it is crucial that we live 
our lives without contributing to its destruction. Future 
developments need to take more seriously the demands 
from indigenous peoples to have opportunities to inter-
act with nature for the purposes of appreciation and 
passing on biocultural heritage.

A public health ethics that is informed by environ-
mental ethics and integrates a perspective of planetary 
health can address the ethical challenges posed by the 
climate crisis.
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