
Climate Change and Health 
– and your role in the solution

Homan Wai, MD, FACP

October 21, 2023

Virginia Chapter
Image Source: http://www.njiddocs.com/stethoscope-and-globe/



Disclosures

▪ I am a founding member and a current steering committee member 
of Virginia Clinicians for Climate Action (VCCA), a network of 
clinician leaders advocating for climate change solutions that protect 
the health of our patients and communities.

▪ I serve as a chair of ACP Virginia Chapter’s Climate and Health 
committee

▪ I have no financial disclosures
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Learning Objectives

By the end of this session, participants will…

1. Appreciate the connection between climate change and 
human health

2. Understand the role of healthcare in climate change

3. Understand the role of clinicians, including those in training, 
in advocating for climate policies to improve human health

Virginia Chapter



Outline

▪ Climate Change and Health in the News

▪ The Basics of Climate Change

▪ ACP’s Position on Climate and Health

▪ The Role of Healthcare Providers – that means you!

▪ Resources

Virginia Chapter



Climate Change and Health in the News

https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/climate-change-and-health
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Climate Change and Health in the News

https://www.who.int/news/item/18-09-2023-leaders-spotlight-the-critical-intersection-between-health-and-climate-ahead-of-cop-
s-first-ever-health-dayVirginia Chapter



Climate Change and Health in the News

https://www.noaa.gov/news/record-shattering-earth-had-its-hottest-july-in-174-years
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Climate Change and Health in the News

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/september-was-the-most-anomalously-hot-month-ever/
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…



Climate Change and Health in the News

https://www.insidenova.com/headlines/heat-advisory-in-effect-record-breaking-temperatures-possible-for-northern-
virginia/article_c673abf6-4c19-11ee-ad99-cb6d9a58dd4c.htmlVirginia Chapter



Climate Change and Health in the News

https://news.virginia.edu/content/best-health-advice-smoky-skies-stay-inside-and-wear-mask-when-outdoors
https://patch.com/virginia/arlington-va/wildfire-smoke-returns-va-heres-when-it-should-clear-outVirginia Chapter



Climate Change and Health in the News

https://www.vpm.org/news/2023-08-30/climate-change-wildfire-smoke
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Climate Change and Health in the News

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/see-how-the-wildfire-smoke-spread-across-the-u-s/
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Climate Change and Health in the News

https://www.wric.com/news/local-news/experts-say-central-virginia-is-in-for-an-early-and-severe-allergy-season/
https://northernvirginiamag.com/
https://wset.com/weather/weather-extra/allergies-allergy-season-high-pollen-count-central-virginia-oak-maple-birch-april-26-
2022
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Climate Change and Health in the News

https://richmond.com/news/local/weather/warm-winters-high-pollen-more-common-in-virginia-s-changing-
climate/article_098bc6b2-beb2-11ed-a550-bb4b81eba68a.htmlVirginia Chapter



The Basics of Climate Change

https://www.theverge.com/2014/12/22/7431747/inhofe-climate-denier-anti-environment  (Muir Glacier – 1941 vs 2004)
https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-63386814Virginia Chapter



The Basics of Climate Change

image source: https://sciencetallis.weebly.com/5-homeostasis-and-response.html

image source: https://blog.healthmatters.io/2017/06/03/what-is-sodium/

image source: http://qubeewater.com/about_qbw.htm 
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https://sciencetallis.weebly.com/5-homeostasis-and-response.html
https://blog.healthmatters.io/2017/06/03/what-is-sodium/
http://qubeewater.com/about_qbw.htm


The Basics of Climate Change

Causes | Facts – Climate Change: Vital Signs of the Planet (nasa.gov)

Virginia Chapter

▪ Human activities generate greenhouse 
Gases (GHG) - carbon dioxide, 
methane, nitrous oxide, water vapor

▪ GHG in the atmosphere trap heat (we 
need just enough)

▪ Excessive GHG causes average 
temperature to rise (warming)

▪ Warming of the earth leads to a 
change in climate.

https://climate.nasa.gov/causes/


Summer 2021 – Used to be the Hottest on Record

https://www.weathernationtv.com/news/summer-2021-neck-and-neck-with-dust-bowl-summer-for-

hottest-on-record/ Virginia Chapter

https://www.weathernationtv.com/news/summer-2021-neck-and-neck-with-dust-bowl-summer-for-hottest-on-record/
https://www.weathernationtv.com/news/summer-2021-neck-and-neck-with-dust-bowl-summer-for-hottest-on-record/


NOAA: 10 Indicators of a Warming World

Ten-Indicators-of-a-Warming-World-third-National-Climate-Assessment.png | National Centers for 

Environmental Information (NCEI) formerly known as National Climatic Data Center (NCDC) 

(noaa.gov)

Virginia Chapter

https://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/file/ten-indicators-warming-world-third-national-climate-assessmentpng
https://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/file/ten-indicators-warming-world-third-national-climate-assessmentpng
https://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/file/ten-indicators-warming-world-third-national-climate-assessmentpng


CO2 Emission vs Global Temperature

https://ourworldindata.org/co2-emissions 
Virginia Chapter

https://ourworldindata.org/co2-emissions


CO2 Emission vs Global Temperature

https://ourworldindata.org/co2-emissions 
Virginia Chapter

https://ourworldindata.org/co2-emissions


Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
Assessment Report 6 (AR6) Part 1: 2021

▪ “It is unequivocal that human influence has warmed the atmosphere, ocean and 
land. Widespread and rapid changes in the atmosphere, ocean, cryosphere and 
biosphere have occurred.”

▪ “The scale of recent changes across the climate system as a whole and the 
present state of many aspects of the climate system are unprecedented over 
many centuries to many thousands of years.”

▪ “Many changes in the climate system become larger in direct relation to 
increasing global warming. They include increases in the frequency and intensity 
of hot extremes, marine heatwaves, and heavy precipitation, agricultural and 
ecological droughts in some regions, and proportion of intense tropical cyclones, 
as well as reductions in Arctic sea ice, snow cover and permafrost.”

https://www.ipcc.ch/2021/08/09/ar6-wg1-20210809-pr/ 
Virginia Chapter

https://www.ipcc.ch/2021/08/09/ar6-wg1-20210809-pr/


Lancet Countdown 2022 Global Report & US Brief

https://www.lancetcountdown.org/2022-report/ 
Virginia Chapter

• The health of people around the world is at the mercy of a persistent fossil fuel addiction.
• While a renewed overreliance on fossil fuels could lock in a fatally warmer future with 

exacerbated health impacts, a health-centred, low-carbon response offers a renewed 
opportunity to deliver a future in which world populations can not only survive, but thrive.



Economic Cost of Climate Change

https://www.ncei.noaa.gov/news/national-climate-202309
Virginia Chapter



Climate Change and Health in the News

https://news.vcu.edu/article/2023/07/interdisciplinary-study-from-vcu-reveals-health-care-costs-of-extreme-heat
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Our role - Have you seen these patients?

▪ A woman in her 40s who stayed in the hospital for 
weeks due to her asthma exacerbated by poor air 
quality and extreme heat.  She is worried about being 
able to maintain a sustainable income to pay her bills.

▪ A man in his 60s who worked in the park services was 
admitted for a femoral neck fracture after syncope.  
He had apparently experienced a heat stroke despite 
trying his best to hydrate.  The heat index was close 
to 100 that day.

Image source: https://www.verywellhealth.com/status-asthmaticus-overview-3866901 | 
https://www.megapixl.com/elderly-man-sleeping-in-hospital-bed-stock-photo-23958842  Virginia Chapter

https://www.verywellhealth.com/status-asthmaticus-overview-3866901
https://www.megapixl.com/elderly-man-sleeping-in-hospital-bed-stock-photo-23958842


Climate Change Impacts Human Health

https://www.cdc.gov/climateandhealth/effects/default.htm

https://www.lancetcountdownus.org/2020-lancet-countdown-u-s-brief/  
Virginia Chapter

https://www.cdc.gov/climateandhealth/effects/default.htm
https://www.lancetcountdownus.org/2020-lancet-countdown-u-s-brief/


Climate Change Impacts Human Health

https://medsocietiesforclimatehealth.org/educate/healthprofessionals/ 
Virginia Chapter

https://medsocietiesforclimatehealth.org/educate/healthprofessionals/


Climate Change Impacts Human Health

https://medsocietiesforclimatehealth.org/educate/healthprofessionals/ 
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https://medsocietiesforclimatehealth.org/educate/healthprofessionals/


Climate Change Impacts Human Health

https://www.upi.com/Health_News/2023/08/28/wildfire-smoke-asthma-ER-visits/5501692973875/
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Climate Change Impacts Human Health

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/health/as-climate-change-leads-to-more-and-wetter-storms-cholera-cases-are-on-the-rise
https://www.starnewsonline.com/story/news/local/2023/09/21/flesh-eating-bacteria-in-nc-coast-warming-ocean-temps-vibrio-
vulnificus/70829700007/
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Climate Change Impacts Human Health

https://publicintegrity.org/environment/hidden-epidemics/vibrio-deadly-bacteria-coastal-waters-
climate-change-health/ Virginia Chapter

https://publicintegrity.org/environment/hidden-epidemics/vibrio-deadly-bacteria-coastal-waters-climate-change-health/
https://publicintegrity.org/environment/hidden-epidemics/vibrio-deadly-bacteria-coastal-waters-climate-change-health/


Climate Change Impacts Human Health

https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/72/wr/mm7241a3.htm
https://www.cnn.com/2023/06/29/world/mosquitoes-spread-climate-dengue-malaria-scn/index.html
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2023/09/24/mosquitoes-west-nile-virus-california-populations/70956111007/
https://www.keloland.com/news/local-news/2023-west-nile-season-ending-with-3-deaths-92-cases/
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Climate Change Impacts Human Health

https://www.climatecentral.org/resources?tab=content
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Climate Change Impacts Human Health

https://www.noheatstroke.org/
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The Role of Healthcare Providers

https://www.contemporarypediatrics.com/view/how-health-care-providers-can-be-part-of-the-solution-to-climate-change
http://cdn.statcdn.com/Infographic/images/normal/12420.jpegVirginia Chapter



Physician/Public Health Organizations on Climate Change

“The changing climate is causing physical, chemical, and ecological changes that are 

fundamentally altering the planet. These changes pose significant threats to human health, with 

children representing a uniquely vulnerable group.” (American Academy of Pediatrics)

“Our AMA supports the findings of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s fourth 

assessment report and concurs with the scientific consensus that the Earth is undergoing adverse 

global climate change and that anthropogenic contributions are significant. These climate changes 

will create conditions that affect public health, with disproportionate impacts on vulnerable 

populations, including children, the elderly, and the poor.” (American Medical Association) 

“Climate change can harm the water supply, increase vector-borne disease and increase extreme 

weather events. Vulnerable populations such as communities of color, the elderly, young children, 

the poor and those with chronic illnesses bear the greatest burden of injury, disease and death 

related to climate change. As an APHA priority, we believe in the need for strong climate change 

strategies and interventions that protect people's health. The public health community plays a 

critical role.” (American Public Health Association)

Sources: AAP, AMA, APHAVirginia Chapter

http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/pediatrics/early/2015/10/21/peds.2015-3232.full.pdf
https://www.ama-assn.org/ssl3/ecomm/PolicyFinderForm.pl?site=www.ama-assn.org&uri=/resources/html/PolicyFinder/policyfiles/HnE/H-135.938.HTM
https://www.apha.org/topics-and-issues/climate-change


Climate Change and Health: A Position Paper of 
the American College of Physicians - 2016

https://www.acpjournals.org/doi/10.7326/M15-2766 
Virginia Chapter

https://www.acpjournals.org/doi/10.7326/M15-2766


Climate Change and Health: A Position Paper update of 
the American College of Physicians - 2022

https://doi.org/10.7326/M22-1864
Virginia Chapter

https://doi.org/10.7326/M22-1864


The Healthcare Sector and Climate

Virginia Chapter
https://climatecouncil.noharm.org/ 

https://climatecouncil.noharm.org/


Healthcare Industry is One of the Largest Consumers of Energy

▪ “If the health sector were a country, it would be the fifth-largest emitter on the planet.” 

▪ U.S. health sector spends over $9 billion annually on energy costs 

▪ Power plant emissions are connected to premature deaths, chronic bronchitis, asthma attacks, 
emergency room visits and more.

▪ “30% cut in healthcare electricity’s carbon pollution by 2030 would reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions, preventing an estimated 4,130 premature deaths, 85,000 asthma attacks, 4 million 
respiratory symptom events and 3,750 hospital visit incidents and save about $1.2 billion in 
medical costs.” – Health Care Climate Council

https://noharm-global.org/sites/default/files/documents-files/5961/HealthCaresClimateFootprint_092319.pdf
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What Can I Do? – Learn About It!

Virginia Chapter
https://www.acponline.org/advocacy/advocacy-in-action/climate-change-toolkit 
image source: https://climateforhealth.org/ambassadors-training/ 



What can I do? – Counsel Patients

Virginia Chapter

https:/
/www.
airnow
.gov/

https://AirNow.gov



What can I do? - Advocacy

▪ VCCA Advocacy Day at the General Assembly

• Jan/Feb each year
• https://www.virginiaclinicians.org/advocacy 

• Collaborate on bill introduction, co-advocacy for/against bills

▪ MS2CH (Consortium) Advocacy Day on Capital Hill

• Feb/Mar each year
• https://medsocietiesforclimatehealth.org/annual-meeting/2024-annual-meeting/ 

▪ ACP Leadership Day with Medical Society of Virginia (MSV)

Virginia Chapter

https://www.virginiaclinicians.org/advocacy
https://medsocietiesforclimatehealth.org/annual-meeting/2024-annual-meeting/


The Clean Air Act, enacted 1970, is working!

Virginia Chapter
https://gispub.epa.gov/air/trendsreport/2022/#:~:text=Air%20Quality%20Trends%20Show%20Clean,NO2)%20Annual%2C%2061%
25



Inflation Reduction Act of 2022

Virginia Chapter
https://jspublishing.biz/blog/f/the-peculiarly-named-inflation-reduction-act
https://twitter.com/NicoleKelner/status/1557723684688859156



What can I do? - Advocacy

Virginia Chapter
https://jspublishing.biz/blog/f/the-peculiarly-named-inflation-reduction-act
https://twitter.com/NicoleKelner/status/1557723684688859156

Virginia Climate and Health Policies supported by VCCA

▪ Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative - PASSED!

▪ Virginia Clean Economy Act - PASSED!

▪ Solar Freedom- PASSED!

▪ Clean Cars - PASSED! 



What can I do? – Write about it

Virginia Chapter
https://roanoke.com/opinion/commentary/wai-climate-change-is-making-us-sicker/article_0d81f5ce-2f49-540e-a37d-
db3d85dff687.html 

https://roanoke.com/opinion/commentary/wai-climate-change-is-making-us-sicker/article_0d81f5ce-2f49-540e-a37d-db3d85dff687.html
https://roanoke.com/opinion/commentary/wai-climate-change-is-making-us-sicker/article_0d81f5ce-2f49-540e-a37d-db3d85dff687.html


What can I do? – Write about it

Virginia Chapter
https://www.acpjournals.org/doi/full/10.7326/L19-0756



Trainee Engagement

• Medical Students for a Sustainable Future (MS4SF)

Virginia Chapter
https://ms4sf.org/



Trainee Engagement

• Planetary Health Report Card (PHRC)

Virginia Chapter
https://phreportcard.org/ 



Rationale for an ACP Climate and Health Committee

▪ “Between 2030 and 2050, climate change is expected to cause approximately 250 000 
additional deaths per year, from malnutrition, malaria, diarrhoea and heat stress.” (WHO 
2020)

▪ “Climate change is the greatest global health threat facing the world in the 21st century, but it 
is also the greatest opportunity to redefine the social and environmental determinants of 
health.” (Lancet 2022)

▪ “ACP strongly supports aggressive action to mitigate and adapt to climate change, strengthen 
policies to regulate air pollution, ensure that everyone has access to clean water, and limit 
exposures to toxins.” (ACP Position Paper 2022, update from original Position Paper 2016)

▪ “…climate change [is] an urgent threat to health and social justice. Motivated to protect our 
future patients and the communities we love, we catalyze action to prevent and address the 
health harms of climate change. (Medical Students for a Sustainable Future) 

https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/climate-change-and-health
https://www.thelancet.com/countdown-health-climate
Environmental Health: A Position Paper From the American College of Physicians, 2022
https://ms4sf.org/

Virginia Chapter

https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/climate-change-and-health


ACP Virginia Climate and Health Committee

▪ The ACP VA Climate and Health committee is currently recruiting members at all stages of 
training, including faculty, fellows, residents, and students. We will plan to hold quarterly 
meetings with opportunities to join in with other initiatives with partner organizations and 
ACP committees. 

▪ ACP VA signed the Health and Human Services (HHS) Health Care Sector Climate Pledge 
(American Hospital Association, the Catholic Health Association, and Children's Hospital 
Association) in September 2023

▪ Journal club (March 2023)

▪ Sustainability engagement with healthcare sectors (Sustainability Committee, VCCA)

▪ Virginia Climate and Health Education Collaborative (VCHEC by VCCA)

▪ Advocacy Opportunities (MSV, VCCA, M2SCH)

Virginia Chapter



Synergy with other domains

▪ Advocacy

▪ DEI

▪ High Value Care/Resource Utilization

▪ Simplifying Practice/Decreasing Paperwork

Virginia Chapter



What Can I Do? – Post It!

Virginia Chapter
Twitter/X



What Can I Do as a Trainee?

▪ Resource utilization stewardship

• Daily labwork

• Imaging

• Pretest probability

• Duplicated studies from neighboring hospitals

• Telemetry and other monitoring

• Medications same bioavailability

• Fluroquinolones, metronidazole, ondansetron

▪ Make your voice heard
• Join our ACP VA Climate and Health committee!

• Join Virginia Clinicians for Climate Action

• Join Medical society consortium for Climate and Health

Virginia Chapter



What Can I Do as a Trainee?
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Vote for Climate!

Virginia Chapter
https://www.virginiaclinicians.org/call-to-action



Resources

 ACP Advocacy Toolkit - https://www.acponline.org/advocacy/advocacy-in-action/climate-change-toolkit

 CDC Climate and Health Program - https://www.cdc.gov/climateandhealth/default.htm 

 ecoAmerica Climate for Health - https://ecoamerica.org/health/ 

 EPA Envirofacts - https://enviro.epa.gov/ 

 EPA – Greenhouse Gas Emissions - https://www.epa.gov/ghgemissions/sources-greenhouse-gas-
emissions

 GlobalChange.gov - Fourth National Climate Assessment (NCA4) -  https://nca2018.globalchange.gov/ 

 Healthcare Without Harm - https://noharm.org/ 

 IPCC Reports, including AR6 and Special Reports - https://www.ipcc.ch/reports/ 

 Lancet Count Down Full Report & US Brief - https://www.lancetcountdown.org/2022-report/ | 
https://www.lancetcountdownus.org/2022-lancet-countdown-u-s-brief/ 

Virginia Chapter

https://www.acponline.org/advocacy/advocacy-in-action/climate-change-toolkit
https://www.cdc.gov/climateandhealth/default.htm
https://ecoamerica.org/health/
https://enviro.epa.gov/
https://www.epa.gov/ghgemissions/sources-greenhouse-gas-emissions
https://www.epa.gov/ghgemissions/sources-greenhouse-gas-emissions
https://nca2018.globalchange.gov/
https://noharm.org/
https://www.ipcc.ch/reports/
https://www.lancetcountdown.org/2022-report/
https://www.lancetcountdownus.org/2022-lancet-countdown-u-s-brief/


Resources

 Medical Society Consortium for Climate and Health - https://medsocietiesforclimatehealth.org/ 

 Medical Students for a Sustainable Future - https://ms4sf.org/ 

 My Green Doctor - https://mygreendoctor.org/

 National Center for Environmental Information State of the Climate (under NOAA – National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration) - https://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/sotc/ 

 Our World In Data – CO2 and Greenhouse Gas Emissions - https://ourworldindata.org/co2-and-other-
greenhouse-gas-emissions  ; https://ourworldindata.org/co2-emissions 

 Planetary Health Report Card - https://phreportcard.org/ 

 Virginia Clinicians for Climate Action - https://www.virginiaclinicians.org/ 

 World Health Organization (WHO) COP27 Special Report on Climate Change and Health - 
https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/cop27 

Virginia Chapter

https://medsocietiesforclimatehealth.org/
https://ms4sf.org/
https://mygreendoctor.org/
https://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/sotc/
https://ourworldindata.org/co2-and-other-greenhouse-gas-emissions
https://ourworldindata.org/co2-and-other-greenhouse-gas-emissions
https://ourworldindata.org/co2-emissions
https://phreportcard.org/
https://www.virginiaclinicians.org/
https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/cop27


Please touch base with ideas/engagement

▪ homan.wai@inova.org

▪ hwai@virginiaclinicians.org

Virginia Chapter
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