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  Global warming was mentioned numerous times during the PCP’s 24th Mid-year Convention, with the theme Physicians 
Caring for the Planet: Guardians of the Environment. Attendees heard a number of statements relating how global warming 
and its effect on our environment can impact the healthcare of our countrymen. The gravity and urgency of the situation is 
captured no less than by the WHO in its statement on climate change and health: Climate change affects the social and 
environmental determinants of health – clean air, safe drinking water, sufficient food and secure shelter. Between 2030 and 
2050, climate change is expected to cause approximately 250,000 additional deaths per year, from malnutrition, malaria, 
diarrhea and heat stress.1 More importantly, it is also highlighted that countries with relatively “weak health infrastructure … 
will be the least able to cope without assistance to prepare and respond.” 

  Numerous articles have been written about the causes of global warming, with several governments raising alarm and 
calling to action before it is too late.2-5 So-called greenhouse gases that trap heat on the earth’s surface have long been 
identified as a major cause with carbon dioxide produced from burning fossil fuels a significant contributor of these greenhouse 
gases.5  In the Philippines, vehicular emissions are a substantial contributor to carbon dioxide released to the environment.  
This is both due to the widespread and poorly regulated use of old engines, particularly those using diesel fuel as well as the 
ever-worsening traffic situation in Metro Manila and other big urban cities nationwide.6,7 Although laws provide a maximum 
threshold for certain pollutants beyond which motor vehicles cannot be registered, many vehicles can still be clearly seen 
spewing out black smoke from their exhausts within just a short period of observation among the busy city streets of the 
Philippines. 

  As a matter of fact, even before global warming and climate change became important issues that affect people’s health, 
air pollution was already being described to have negative effects on health.8-10 According to the WHO, in this day and age, 
air pollution is the leading environmental cause of premature death.11,12 An estimated 4.2 million deaths worldwide occurred 
every year as a result of exposure to outdoor air pollution. Although not mutually exclusive, with air pollution having definite 
overlap with the other causes, this is more than that reported in 2016 to be due to COPD (3 million), lower respiratory tract 
infections (3 million), diabetes mellitus (1.6 million) or tuberculosis (1.3 million).13 And, yes, outdoor air pollution do get into our 
eyes.14,15 The World Bank estimates that more than 57,000 Filipinos died due to air pollution and cost USD 26.8 billion in 2013.16

  The problem – and its solution(s) – can be quite complex. For example, imposing excise tax on vehicle fuels to help curb 
usage have led to inflationary pressures which potentially impacts the welfare of more Filipinos, perhaps outnumbering those 
we intend to protect from disease. WHO recommends that reducing emissions of greenhouse gases through better transport, 
food and energy-use choices can result in improved health, particularly through reduced air pollution.1 This can only be done 
if the various stakeholders work together.

  What can we physicians do to address this problem? Talking about air pollution as a risk factor for disease is often beyond 
what a clinician would normally be able – or even willing – to discuss with individual patients.  Many of them might not be able 
to do anything, unless they happen to be in leadership positions and could help shape public policies and laws. Together, 
however, we can as a group – or through our medical societies – allow our voices to be heard.17 Many of us, in fact, have 
risen as physician leaders to champion this cause. It can only be good if we also lend our support to our colleagues who have 
chosen to lead the way.  
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