
 
 

From Fitzroy to Fiji: the health impacts of climate change 

 

The Tuvaluan PM said it all -  we can’t buy their love! The Pacific Health Ministers meeting last month was 
a great opportunity to advance human health at a political level and while other issues have been 
controversial – including controversy over the  Indonesian sovereignty of West Papua – the big-ticket item 
is climate change. This has long been important amongst low-lying and geographically vulnerable Pacific 
nations, but the climate agenda is being elevated to new heights.  

With the largest population by far, Australia is certainly a key player in the Pacific Islands Forum and is 
often looked to for concrete action in such high-level meetings, and Australian Prime Minister Scott 
Morrison went into last month’s meeting promising $500 million over 5 years for ‘climate and disaster 
resilience’ to stave off widespread criticism of Australia’s inaction on emission reductions. In response to 
this repackaged aid announcement, Tuvalu PM Enele Sopoaga labeled this offer as merely an “excuse” for 
an absence of real action on climate change mitigation.  

For Mr Morrison, climate action in the Pacific seemed to something to be dispensed of before moving 
onto his higher priority agenda items of economy, security and of course China.  But the health impacts 
of climate change – from Fitzroy to Fiji  and from Townsville to Tuvalu – are upon us all and like a  chronic 
disease, not going away.  

Given the emerging geopolitical tensions across the Indo-Pacific, this was an opportune moment for 
Australia to demonstrate leadership and commit to robust climate change mitigation and adaptation 
options beyond the piecemeal efforts offered so far.  

This leadership could still be demonstrated by committing some of the $2billion Australian 
Infrastructure Financing Facility for the Pacific to addressing the most pressing climate-related health 
risks in those nations. 

In a recently released report, we detailed just twelve of the known pathways between climate change, 
fossil fuel production and the associated toxic effects on our health. The report ‘From Townsville to 
Tuvalu’, outlined a nine-point plan that calls on all levels of governments across Australia to take action 
by supporting investments, and promoting policy that will prevent further deaths and disease in both 
Australia and the Asia Pacific region.  

The title’s emphasis on the Pacific Islands Forum host country – Tuvalu - is no accident. By placing a human 
health lens over the changing climate reality, the report focusses attention on the little-know links 
between fossil fuel production and childhood obesity, exposure to extreme weather events and foetal 
cognitive development, drought and diarrhea, amongst many other health impacts of climate change and 
climate pollution.  

Tuvalu itself has long been a ‘posterchild’ of the environmental movement and the rising sea levels from 
climate change. It might be small, but the impacts of climate change will be enormous. The World Health 
Organization has analysed the diseases in 13 Pacific Island Countries likely to be exacerbated under 



 
climate change. For Tuvalu, higher rates of diarrhoeal and respiratory diseases are already being 
experienced.  During a 2011 drought for example, infants under 2 were the most affected by diarrhoea, 
caused by decreased handwashing and low household water reserves. Salinisation of agricultural land, 
extreme weather events and increasing vector-borne disease are also realities for the tiny but proud 
nation.  

These climate-sensitive health risks should be compelling. But the message for Australian leaders is not 
just that health impacts are being felt in the Pacific region, but that climate change is already having dire 
consequences on the lives of Australians. Will Australian leaders stop and truly consider radical climate 
mitigation and adaptation, if not only for the sake of the health of our kids? 

Addressing the intersection of health and climate change can also have real benefits for Australia’s health 
system and economy. Coal-fired power plants, for example, are a major contributor to air pollution and 
particulate matter, causing thousands of Australian deaths and costing the economy roughly between $11 
billion and $24 billion each year. In other words, these are co-benefits associated with a transition from a 
carbon-based economy in terms of both cost-savings AND the health and wellbeing of citizens in Australia 
and our region.   

There is already considerable political support for a concerted Australian Government response to the 
impacts of climate change on health. Most recently,  Helen Haines MP gave her full support to the nine-
point plan outlined in the Global Health Alliance Australia report. Our hope is that members of the Federal 
Government become more aware of the health impacts of climate change when making decisions on the 
international stage, and take steps to reduce these impacts.  

 


