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Abstract 

Public health emergencies of the likes of epidemics and pandemics have been affecting human life for 
many years now. Many of these health emergencies have forced humans to bring about radical 
improvements to the then existing health and safety standards and to improve his living conditions 
and eventually come out stronger to continue business-as-usual. A public-health-emergency-in-
waiting, climate change, is however, likely to change the demographics and the future of humans 
entirely if changes to the existing business-as-usual model are not made. Though humans have the 
resilience to fight any public health emergency, climate change is one public health emergency that 
has a slow effect and has the ability to create complex challenges. It is hence necessary that climate 
change is addressed proactively rather than reactively. 

It is with this understanding that the paper aims to first look at the correlation between epidemics and 
climate change and then look at lessons learnt from epidemics, such as COVID-19, that need to be 
actively considered to address global and long term climate change issues for a healthier planet Earth. 
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Key insights 

• Occurrence of epidemic events is directly proportional to the climate change and extreme 
weather events. 

• While epidemic is a public health emergency, climate change is a public health emergency in the 
waiting.  

• Usually health emergencies bring about health and safety reforms while financial emergencies 
end up deteriorating the health of the planet. 

• Since the impacts of climate change are affecting the human health, climate change needs to be 
treated as a health emergency.  

• Possible actions to bring about health and safety reforms and hence address climate change based 
on lessons from epidemics are discussed for active consideration. 

1. Introduction 

Novel coronavirus, COVID-19, 19-nCoV or SARS-CoV-2 as it has been called, was declared a pandemic1 
by the World Health Organisation on 11 March 2020 (WHO, 2020). What began as an epidemic in China 
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world. Epidemic is the temporary prevalence of a disease affecting many persons at the same time, and spreading from 
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community. 
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spread to nearly 185 nations in just two months affecting millions, and becoming a pandemic. As the 
affected nations increased, what followed was true mayhem. Countries closed their international 
borders to insulate themselves, but with limited success. To prevent a community spread where cases 
were already reported, cities and in some cases nations, took the draconian step to enforce a 
‘lockdown’ and shut down all possible business activities and have its people locked in the safety of 
their homes. 

The world response that followed is heartening. The pandemic has brought nations of the world, big 
and small, developing and developed, rich and poor, on the same page especially on issues related to 
fighting the virus. Today, countries are helping each other more freely with health care items and are 
ready to collaborate as one to find a cure to the pandemic displaying the ties that bind us together as 
a single human race. 

The way this pandemic has spread and the subsequent collaborations between nations, makes one 
realise that the world is slowly losing boundaries in cooperation. As the human crisis is becoming 
global, it is necessitating collaboration and a need to rethink the current approach of ‘business-as-
usual’ model for survival. While humanity may eventually come out victorious against this unique 
‘public health emergency’ it is necessary that adequate attention is paid to other public-health-
emergencies-in-waiting such as ‘climate-change’ while we have the time to react and at lower costs, 
rather than to address it on a war-footing, greater cost and after loss of millions of our brothers and 
sisters. 

It has been accepted beyond doubt that there is no direct link between the two public health 
emergencies viz. COVID-19 and climate change. However, the way we are altering the planet through 
an ever-growing population, globalisation, unsustainable exploitation of natural resources and 
pollution, thereby causing climate changes, we are sure to make the spread of diseases like COVID-19 
more likely (Figueres and Rivett-Carnac, 2020). While one can call these epidemics as Nature’s way of 
healing itself by forcing humanity to come to a standstill and shutting its polluting ways of life, what 
matters eventually is the choice we make to recover and the lessons we learn and implement to 
address the public-health-emergency-in-waiting climate change.  

It is with this understanding that the paper aims to first look at the correlation between epidemics and 
climate change and then look at lessons learnt from epidemics, such as COVID-19, that need to be 
actively considered to address global and long term climate change issues for a healthier planet Earth. 

2. Background 

Though one may call both epidemic and climate change as two independent and separate acts that 
can occur as a result of changes in nature, due to either natural or anthropogenic reasons, however, 
studies have shown that they are not independent but linked to each other. While numerous studies 
have been undertaken to understand the effect of climate change on epidemics, those related to the 
effect of epidemics on climate change are far and few. Those that are available are on the temporary 
gains and effects rather than being long term impact based. It is in this gap that the present study aims 
to highlight how climate change can be addressed from the learning of the recent pandemic COVID-
19. 

In order to understand these lessons learnt and their importance for humanity, we need to first look 
at how our society is affected by epidemics and climate change. Having done that, the interaction 
between these two on human health needs to be understood. 
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2.1. Epidemics in Society 

Diseases have ravaged humanity for ages. As humans started to live in communities with plants and 
animals, the transmission of bacteria/ virus from these plants and animals started to affect him causing 
a variety of diseases, many of which became epidemics. Though both bacteria and virus, in general, 
are good for the evolution of species and life, they have been the cause of many epidemics. While 
some of these diseases turn epidemic, others turn pandemic based on the potency of transmission 
through food, water and movement of humans and livestock as disease vectors. Eventually, they end 
up destroying civilisations and in some cases altering the course of history.  

Epidemics may be bacterial or viral with some of them being seasonal with their severity rising and 
falling over five to ten years. Some notable epidemics that humanity has witnessed are plague, leprosy, 
cholera, tuberculosis, (all bacterial) (Encyclopaedia.com) flu, smallpox, yellow fever, AIDS, polio, Ebola, 
Zika virus, SARS-1, and now SARS-CoV-2 (all viral) (Jarus, 2020). The estimated death toll of each of 
these at times has been to the tune of nearly 80 per cent of a country’s population with the overall 
figures being in billions. While cure for most of them has not been found to date, precautions and 
altering lifestyle have helped coping with them. 

Whenever an epidemic has broken out, it has created economic risks such as an overwhelmed health 
system and fear of infection that have eventually resulted in numerous deaths with economic and 
commercial activities coming to a halt. As a result, global supply chains are affected and international 
trade takes a beating. A study undertaken by the UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA) 
indicates that COVID-19 is likely to cause a shrinking of the world economy by nearly 1 per cent in 2020 
(UN-DESA, 2020) while the World Economic Outlook report of the IMF projects a contraction of the 
global economy by 3 per cent in 2020 (IMF, 2020) with the economies of both the advanced and the 
developing expected to fall together once again after the Great Depression of 2008-09. 

Each outbreak has a direct bearing on the life, economics, education, working and development of a 
nation. A nation faced with more epidemics is prone to lower economic growth rate and poverty. Such 
nations have a higher susceptibility of being ravaged by more epidemics in the near or immediate 
future. It is hence essential that the fight against epidemics should be towards removing the cause and 
towards eradication rather than a momentary event of control alone. 

It is imperative to understand and realise that the spread of epidemics in the humans is primarily due 
to the unsustainable exploitation of the Earth’s resources, may it be land, air, water or living beings. It 
is thus considered imperative that humanity changes its ways of resource exploitation from 
unsustainable ways to more sustainable ones that would allow better health of both humans and 
planet Earth. 

It is prudent to mention that such shrinking economies change the economic plans and investment 
patterns eventually hurting the poor and the uneducated people and nations both more than anyone 
else (Delivorias & Scholz, 2020). It tends to deepen the divide further, leading to unsustainable 
development that hurts the planet and entraps humanity in a vicious cycle and puts it on the road to 
destruction. What is certain, as has been seen with earlier episodes of epidemics the world over, is 
that individual lives will change drastically and the economy will revive and bounce back (Conis, 2020), 
but at the cost of the environment. It is therefore essential that bold and urgent policy measures are 
adopted to protect the environment and promote sustainability. 
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2.2. Climate Change in Society 

The planet Earth has seen many climate changes since the Precambrian times. These changes have 
been evaluated to be naturally occurring. However, since 1950, a number of studies have shown that 
the human (anthropogenic) contribution to climate change has overshadowed the naturally occurring 
events (Loehle, 2004). Even with numerous scientific confirmations being available about the 
anthropogenic contribution to climate change, this fact remains a hotly debated topic in political circles 
of many countries. In order to develop the correct perspective, let us review, very briefly, the 
anthropogenic contribution to climate change on both the local and the global scale and their changes 
in time and space. 

To begin with, one needs to understand that the Earth naturally undergoes cyclical climate change2 
which is considered normal system behaviour. However, anthropogenic activities such as burning of 
fossil fuels (such as transportation, energy production), cement manufacture, land use (through 
agriculture, livestock farming, forestry), and aerosols (such as chlorofluorocarbons [CFCs]) generate 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions that have been found to play a key role in the deviation from this 
normal system behaviour. On mapping the global temperatures on the climate models, scientists are 
able to fit the observations only till 1950 without including the anthropogenic emission contributions. 
Hence, these anthropogenic activities are considered to be an important contributor for all future 
analysis of climate change and are considered a cause of concern (Loehle, 2004; Riebeek, 2010; IPCC, 
2014).  

In order to assess the degree to which organisms are likely to be affected by current and future 
warming, ice-cores and geological samples have been analysed while using historical data as a baseline. 
This too has provided good evidence to confirm that past human activities have contributed greatly to 
increase GHG (CO2 mainly) since the Industrial Revolution (Etheddge et al., 1996; Lüthi et al., 2008; 
Friedlingstein et al., 2019). The most investigated and known impact of the CO2 rise is an increase of 
temperature in the atmosphere (Scheffer et al., 2006; Friedlingstein et al., 2019). However, the 
magnitude of this predicted change remains uncertain due to the uncertainties in the processes 
involved (Scheffer et al., 2006).  

Similarly, the cumulative impact of different types of anthropogenic stresses3 on various global marine 
ecosystems types4 has been mapped (Halpern et al., 2008; 2015; 2015a). Such a mapping of local and 
global scale anthropogenic contribution allows a better understanding of both spatial pattern and 
temporal changes across varying geographies. The study reveals that no part of the global ocean is 
without human influence and nearly 97.7 per cent of the ocean is affected by the multiple 
anthropogenic stressors (Halpern et al., 2008). Hence, the human contribution to climate change, the 
resultant pressure on the oceans and its growing environmental effects cannot be overlooked.  

Though there has been uncertainty regarding the rate of anthropogenic contribution towards climate 
change, there is consensus that the current rates are man-made. 

                                                           
2  A significant variation of average weather conditions—say, conditions becoming warmer, wetter, or drier—over several 

decades or more. 
3  Artisanal fishing, Demersal destructive fishing, Demersal non-destructive high by catch fishing, Demersal non-

destructive low by catch fishing, Direct human impact, Inorganic pollution, Invasive species, Light pollution, Nutrient 
Pollution, Oil rigs, Ocean acidification, Ocean-based pollution, Organic pollution, Palegic-high by catch fishing, Palegic-
low by catch fishing, Sea level rise, Sea surface temperature, Shipping and UV 

4  Coral reefs, Seagrass, Rocky reefs, Palegic Surface water, Palegic Deep water, Mangroves, Seamounts, Hard Shallow, 
Soft Shallow, Hard shelf, Hard slope, Hard Deep, Soft Shelf, Soft Slope, Soft Deep, Deep Water, Surface Water, 
Nearshore ecosystem, Deep ecosystem, Shallow ecosystem 
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2.3. Climate Change and Health Risk 

When talking of climate change, and as discussed in the preceding section, it has been established 
beyond doubt that an increased average global mean surface temperature (GMST) in the last two 
centuries is largely due to anthropogenic activities (IPCC, 2018) primarily due to globalisation and 
population growth (Huppert & Sparks, 2006). As this average global temperature rises, the habitats of 
various common disease vectors, such as the Aedes aegypti mosquito, which can spread dengue, 
chikungunya, Zika, and Yellow fever is increasing (Reinhold et al., 2018; Ryan et al., 2019). Such 
temperature increase combined with other parameters such as population density and urbanisation 
are helping many new vector species from the Tropics to expand their presence in colder regions of 
Europe and America by creating fresh strains of epidemics (Githeko et al., 2000).  

As a result of climate change, an increase in the number of climate refugees5 is causing excessive 
urbanisation and hence poor sanitation, poor access to clean water and increased possibility of 
transmitting contagious disease (Bloom et al., 2018) thereby causing multiple types of conflicts 
(Marshall, Hsiang & Edward, 2012). To add to the woes, lack of availability of clean water, as a result 
of variations in precipitation (high – causing floods and low – causing droughts) due to climate change 
(Trenberth, 2011), is creating an undue stress on the existing sources of clean water thereby 
supporting water-borne epidemics and suitable conditions for the growth of water-borne vectors 
(Hunter, 2003). Even the higher-temperature ocean currents have been linked to increased cholera 
rates (Colwell, 1996; Lipp et al., 2002). If these were not enough, there is the silent killer – air pollution 
(nee pandemic of sorts due to the respiratory problems it causes) – which kills an estimated seven 
million people worldwide each year (Seaton et al., 1995; Isaifan, 2020). The pollution caused is entirely 
due to anthropogenic factors as it is closely associated with our lifestyle (systems for heating, lighting, 
movement, etc.) and economic systems (industries, power plants, etc.) that use fossil fuels (WHO). 

What emerges is that both thermal stress and extreme weather events as a result of climate change 
have an impact on human health (McMichael et al., 2006). A WHO study estimates that climate change 
induced malnutrition, diarrhoea, heat stress and malaria is expected to cause approximately 250,000 
additional deaths per year between 2030 and 2050 (WHO, 2018; IPCC, 2014a). Hence, in effect, climate 
change too needs to be considered a ‘public health emergency’ as it has the potential to spread a 
number of epidemics. Though the resultant effect of climate change is slow in showing results, it is a 
cause of a number of health problems. Hence it is essential that we address the complex challenge 
created by it proactively and not reactively. 

2.4. Effect of Epidemics on Climate Change 

The outbreak of pandemics like COVID-19 reveals the fundamental tenets of the trade-off we as 
humans consistently make. While the needs of humans are unlimited, the planet has a limited capacity. 
If we stretch these capacities, the nature will find its own way of doing a self-heal even at the cost of 
the existing life form on it. Such mass-extinction is not new to Planet Earth and has been seen many 
times over since the Precambrian times.  

Of the most recent studies, NASA (NASA, 2020) using space based imagery has shown that the aerosol 
optical depth over many countries, both advanced and developing (India and China shown in Fig. I), 
has reduced drastically when the nations were observing forced confinement for their citizens during 
the outbreak of the pandemic COVID-19. This effectively means that by removing the anthropogenic 

                                                           
5  Climate refugees are people who are forced to leave their home region due to sudden or long-term changes to their 

local environment. These are changes which compromise their well-being or secure livelihood. 
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factors from the equation of climate change, the deterioration of the nature can be controlled and 
possibly the speed of climate change can be slowed down. It may hence not be incorrect in calling 
epidemics/ pandemics as Nature’s way of removing or decreasing the anthropogenic factors to do a 
hard reset. 

 

 
Figure I: Nitrogen dioxide levels – before and after outbreak of COVID-19 (Source: NASA, 2020) 

 

 
Figure II: Water pollution levels – before and after – outbreak of COVID-19 (Source: ESA, 2020) 

 

Similar studies by the European Space Agency’s Copernicus Sentinel-5P mission have indicated that 
cities across India have seen air pollution levels drop by around 40–50 per cent owing to its nationwide 
quarantine (ESA, 2020). Comparable reductions have been observed in Europe (ESA, 2020a) and China 
(ESA, 2020b) as well. Observations for noise (Schuster, 2020) and pollution levels have provided a near 
similar result in the shipping lanes (see Fig. II) (Koren, 2020). However, these reductions cannot be 
called permanent or sustainable as once humanity returns to business-as-normal, they are likely to 
peak to greater heights due to unsustainable working procedures that would be used for economic 
recovery the pandemic has created. This thus is a matter of serious concern. 

It is not that such environmental recovery is being seen for the first time (see Fig.III). After every 
financial crisis, the global CO2 emissions from fossil fuel combustion and cement production has 
decreased, only to increase again in a couple of years (Peters et al., 2011). One can also notice that 
such an increase is not observed for health emergencies arising out of epidemics/ pandemics. 
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However, if these health emergencies are treated as a financial crisis, as is being done with COVID-19, 
then the global CO2 emissions to follow will show and increase if a business-as-usual model is employed 
for recovery. Such a recovery would have a longer-term impact on the environment as it would not 
only increase the emission levels but would also derail the global efforts to address climate change as 
agreed upon by nations at The Paris Agreement for climate change. 

 

 
Figure III: Global fossil CO2 emissions (in Gigatons of CO2), with the most important world financial 
crises and epidemics/ pandemics. (Source: after Peters et al., 2011) 

3. The Present study 

The present study aims to look at the frequency of occurrence of epidemics over the years and 
correlate these occurrences with the climate change and weather related events occurring worldwide 
as a result of climate change. Such a study will help understand if a pattern can be developed between 
these two. In order to do so, rudimentary school level statistical analysis was used. The data for the 
epidemics over the years was collated from the disease outbreak news as published by the World 
Health Organisation (WEF, 2019). The data was available for 25 years (1995 to 2020). Though it is 
considered inadequate for a long term analysis but is considered adequate for developing a basic 
correlation between epidemics and climate change. 

The collated data (see Fig. IV) of the occurrence of epidemics (the bar values) over the years shows no 
defined pattern or frequency of occurrence. They seem to be randomly increasing and decreasing as 
seen in Fig. IV. However, one observes that some of them are seasonal and cyclical, while others are 
not (Stone, Olinky & Huppert, 2007; Martinez, 2018). Some of them are bacterial while others are viral. 
Most of the epidemics have been transmitted either from the animal kingdom viz. shellfish such as 
oysters (Bellou, Kokkinos & Vantarakis, 2013), Plague from rats and fleas (Mead, 2019), mosquitoes 
that cause Dengue (Monath, 1994), Malaria (Talapko et al., 2019), Chikungunya (Mascarenhas et al., 
2018); Avian Influenza (H5N1 and H7N9) from swine and birds (Chatziprodromidou et al., 2018); Zika 
and Yellow Fever from arthropods (Agumadu & Ramphul, 2018); novel coronavirus from bats (Harapan 
et al., 2020); HIV from apes (Mahajan et al., 2008); Ebola from bats (Malvy et al., 2019) or from plants 
such as MSRA infection (Deplano et al., 2000), Listeriosis (Goulet et al., 2008) WHO estimates that 60 
per cent of the emerging infectious diseases are zoonotic. Each acute infectious disease has its own 
seasonal window of occurrence that is dependent on the geographical location. The frequency of 
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outbreaks too does not have a set defined pattern; however, with time they seem to be affecting a 
larger number of countries. It is, however, worth observing that an average of 15 epidemics is in play 
around the world per year that affects an average of 29 countries. Even though the reason and pattern 
for the increased incidents of epidemics remains unclear, it is clear that most of them are food item 
and environmental factor based. 

 

 
Figure IV: Epidemic events by country and diseases over a period of 1996-2018 
(Source: Authors, data from WEF, 2019 and WHO Disease outbreak news) 

 
Based on the frequency of occurrence and the countries effected, one can confidently say that 
epidemics are here to stay and even though humanity may say that he has defected a virus (or 
diseases), it is far from true as the virus re-emerges as another and more potent strain that is resistant 
to the known drugs known at that time as seen in the case of COVID-19. 
 

 
Figure V: Number of weather related events worldwide 1980-2018 (Source: Authors) 

 
When the weather related events as a result of climate change are considered based on the online 
NatCatSERVICE analysis tool for 38 years (1990 to 2018) (see Fig. V) we notice that disaster events 
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increase year-on-year (Ketchell, 2018). This is indicative of the fact that the climate related events are 
on the rise and they too are here to stay and may continue to rise if no corrective action is initiated. 

When the epidemic events as calculated earlier are superimposed on these weather related events 
(see Fig. V), one notices that the trend of increase in the number of epidemics has been similar for 
both the events. This makes one believe that there is a definite correlation between the number of 
weather related events and the epidemics and human health that have been ravaging humanity for 
the last many years. This finding is supported by the fact that extreme weather conditions have been 
shown to have a potential to increase the number of casualties of the likes of bone fracture (Murray, 
Howie & Biant, 2011). Hence, it stands merit to conclude that the numbers of epidemic events are 
related to the number of weather related events, which in effect are a direct reflection of the climate 
change occurring due to anthropogenic factors. Conversely, if the anthropogenic factors are reduced, 
both epidemic events and weather related events will see a reduction. 

4. Way Ahead 

As inferred from the present study, both epidemics and climate change events are here to stay if 
business-as-usual is maintained. Since both these health emergencies kill thousands and have a 
significant and unpredictable impact on life and economies, they need to be addressed without fail 
and delay. While the epidemics happen quickly and may be controlled through ‘precautions’ and a 
‘pill’, the result of climate change is not so simple to arrest or bring under control. Unlike epidemics 
and pandemics that have largely affected nearly all nations and have united the nations of the world, 
climate change is unable to do so. This, to our understanding, is due to the varied effects climate 
change has on different parts of the world. Additionally, any change from the business-as-usual model 
drastically affects economies due to added cost burden of newer technologies, which in return are 
non-starters especially for poorer and underdeveloped nations. This divide disallows nations to think 
like one for a solution. Furthermore, out of sight is out of mind. Since climate change effects are hard 
to see, they are out of mind and in most cases ‘not in my term’ for state politicians. Eventually it does 
not achieve the desired actionable attention of the world leaders. 

This said it may not be incorrect to say that if overlooked, the resultant damage done by climate change 
may cause serious and irreversible loss to life and economies of the world (Kompas, et al., 2018; Doelle 
and Seck, 2019). One needs to realise that in these times of globalisation and population growth; 
economies of countries are interlinked and are not insulated from each other. A destroyed economy 
of a developing nation, which in most cases may be a manufacturing house for the developed nations, 
will eventually destroy the economy of the developed nations due to interruption of supply lines for 
their industries. It is hence time that the world considers COVID-19 as a wake-up call for the pending 
action on the looming disaster ‘climate change’ before it is too late. 

So where do we go from here? The answer to this question depends entirely on the decision we make 
today that will matter and change our response to future disasters, be they environmental, medical or 
any other factor. This decision to our belief needs to be based on the lessons this pandemic has taught 
us. If we decide to overlook these lessons, we will only be inching closer to disaster for humanity as a 
whole. It is hence essential that we look at the lessons learnt and the direction of the decisions we 
need to take to ensure a healthy planet.  

4.1. Lessons Learnt 

The first and the foremost lesson is that we need to be more cautious in our approach to Mother 
Nature. Like a mother who is forgiving in most cases but can be punishing when required, Mother 
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Nature too can do the same. Without getting into the debate of which country is actually responsible 
for the ongoing pandemic, the bottom line is that like many other epidemics the pandemic COVID-19 
too is zoonotic.6 This essentially implies that if we continue to disrespect Mother Nature, there are 
high chances that we may endanger ourselves to extinction. This is eventually what is happening 
through anthropogenic factors to the Earth’s climate.  

The second important learning is that the political masters, the world over, need to heed to scientific 
data and advice. Though it is debatable whether the political masters knew of a likely pandemic 
outbreak as early as 2013 the fact which is clear is that if the scientific data was heeded to, the spread 
of the COVID-19 could have been controlled and would not have become a pandemic. The analogy to 
climate change is similar, wherein even though we are aware of the anthropogenic contribution to 
climate change; we still find them to be a reason for discussion in political circles.  

The third important learning is that Nature has the capability to heal itself if human intervention is 
limited. This may not be an outcome easy to accept as human development is dependent on the 
exploitation of nature and cannot be stopped. However, as a mediatory step, what needs to be done 
is to ensure that exploitation of Nature is undertaken in a sustainable manner7 rather than the 
business-as-usual unsustainable means. The decisions that are to follow for an exit policy from the 
quarantined state of nations must hence include these sustainable processes. The most critical of them 
being to ensure a reduction of GHG considered the primary cause for climate change (IPCC, 2013; 
Oreskes, 2004). This can be achieved greatly by gradually ending subsidies to polluting industries and 
encouraging cleaner renewable energy or lesser polluting fossil fuels such as natural gas or low-carbon 
infrastructure projects that will create jobs and put the world on a safer and a resilient path.  

The fourth lesson in these times of crisis is that if there is a political will, far-reaching measures can be 
taken and money can be mobilised in a matter of a few days. This effectively means that if there is 
political will and unanimity of all the nations, funds to tackle climate change can be generated within 
no time.  

The fifth lesson that one can draw is that we need to adopt some planet-healthy work-ethics. Since we 
have managed offices, research, networking and likes using just online meetings and video conferences 
(Viglione, 2020) from our homes during these days of lockdown why cannot it be emulated as a way 
of our normal working. Such an effort would reduce pollution for travel from our vehicles and 
aeroplanes (Academic Flying, 2020) and consume lesser power at offices and establishments.  

A sixth lesson that one can imbibe is that epidemics and pandemics are not good for the human race. 
They cause economic downslides, job loss and deaths, curtailment of human rights and freedom 
(Toussaint and Martínez Blanco, 2019), increase in the divide between the rich and the poor and 
increased pollution that includes increased volumes of medical waste. Effective treatment of this 
medical waste is critical or else it may result in newer epidemics and increase the magnitude of the 
existing threat due to pollution. Similarly, recovery from economic loss eventually adds to the cause of 
climate change due to unsustainable methods employed and permitted for such a recovery.  

The seventh and more over-encompassing learning are the negative impacts of human interaction with 
the animal kingdom. Such negative impacts are more visible when unsustainable means of exploitation 

                                                           
6  A disease that can be transmitted from animals to people or, more specifically, a disease that normally exists in animals 

but that can infect humans. 
7  Such that it meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs. 



Lessons learnt from Epidemics to address Climate Change 

11 Maritime Policy & Strategy Research Center 

are employed, such as Illegal Unreported and Unregulated (IUU) fishing which additionally is 
recognised as an anthropogenic stress that impacts climate change.  

On a philosophical note, the eighth lesson we draw is that essential items are not a cause of economic 
downslide. It is the non-essential commodities and their sale which are affecting the economies of 
nations. It is essential to note that these very non-essential items are the ones that are the major 
contributors to an increase in GHG that finally cause climate change. In the same breath, one needs to 
accept that humans cannot give up non-essential commodities but for the sake of a better future and 
a healthy planet. The best alternative hence is to look at curtailing those that are overtly damaging and 
phasing out those that can be replaced with clean and green technology.  

The ninth lesson is a disturbing one that points to the fact that human life is no more a priority. Had it 
been otherwise, efforts to control and minimise health emergencies and health-emergencies-in-
waiting such as climate change would have definitely found priority for the political masters across the 
world.  

4.2. Recommended actions 

One would agree that a healthy planet would have lesser diseases and hence lesser epidemics. This 
effectively would mean a happier and safer population and that is what we need to aim for. The need 
of the hour is to rebuild our economy by investing in ‘cleaner and greener’ technologies paradigms 
using a small portion of the economic bailout package committed by nations in this pandemic and not 
to give in to pressures of rolling back environmental standards to stimulate the economy.  

It is time that we start considering human life a priority. Studies indicate that climate change could 
cause over 500,000 extra deaths in 2050 from illnesses including cancer, heart disease and stroke as a 
result of lack of food alone (Springmann et al., 2016). It is because of this that climate change has been 
described as the biggest global health threat of the 21st century (Costello et al., 2009). 

Some possible actions for active consideration to address climate change and hence epidemics that 
evolve from the lessons drawn from the pandemic – COVID-19 are: 

(a) Humans should make their approach to exploiting Mother Nature more sustainable to ensure 
conservation of resources for a better tomorrow. 

(b) Political masters, the world over, should heed to scientific data and advice to chart the future of 
nations. 

(c) Nature has the capability to heal itself if human intervention is limited. It is hence essential that 
humans must stop or minimise their interventions to modify Nature in order to address climate 
change. 

(d) In times of crisis, if there is a political will, far-reaching measures can be taken and money can 
be mobilised in a matter of a few days. Since climate change is a public-health-emergency-in-
waiting, the world needs to unite, mobilise resources both monetary and technological to 
address the anthropogenic causes of climate change. 

(e) Humans need to adopt some planet-healthy work-ethics. Unnecessary travel and improved 
working will help in reducing GHG thereby reducing impact on climate change. 

(f) Epidemics and/ or pandemics are not good for the human race both economically, socially, 
physiologically and medically. The only way to reduce these is through a healthy, cleaner, 
greener planet.  
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(g) Unsustainable means of resource exploitation leads to negative impacts of human interaction 
with the animal kingdom. Such unsustainable means should be minimised and stopped to 
reduce their impact on climate change. 

(h) Non-essential commodities that cause higher pollution are the cause of financial slowdown and 
their production should be made greener and cleaner to ensure economic recovery and a 
healthy planet. 

(j) It is essential that human life is given priority by policy makers and issues such as epidemics and 
climate change are addressed by them to save human lives. 

(k) The need of the hour is to rebuild the economy by investing in ‘cleaner and greener’ technologies 
that can reduce anthropogenic causes of climate change. 

(l) It is essential that a small portion of the economic bailout package committed by nations in this 
pandemic should be utilised to fight climate change and the world leaders should not give in to 
the pressures of rolling back environmental standards to stimulate the economy. 

(m) The current pandemic should be addressed as a health emergency to bring about 
environmentally beneficial changes in health and safety standards for humans that in a longer 
run would help achieve the committed goals of the Paris Agreement. 

5. Discussion 

Epidemics (or pandemics) lead to large scale mortality, disruption in trade, travel and normal 
movements, cause social unrest, economic downslide while creating huge amounts of hazardous 
medical waste. Over the years, humanity has seen many epidemics and pandemics. At the end of each 
episode, he has collected himself and continued from where he left off with an even greater 
aggressiveness. In all this, he has been brushing aside the environmental damage he is causing through 
his unsustainable ways of working. 

All along humans believed that they will set things right for the Earth by creating a workable 
mechanism for the environmental and ecological damage seen around even though studies have all 
along proven that anthropogenic effects are the primary reason for specific direct and indirect 
damages that are actually causing the unprecedented changes in the Earth’s climate. Brushing these 
studies aside, some countries have even flagged these climate changes as a vested interest of some 
underdeveloped nations to squeeze developed nations even more for aid. This said, Mother Nature 
through the public health emergency, COVID-19, has set the understanding right for the misinformed 
by resetting itself and showing that it can handle its recovery if the human element is removed from 
the working system.  

While the destruction by the current public health emergency – COVID-19 – is visible to all on an 
immediate basis, that by a public-health-emergency-in-waiting like climate change is slow and with an 
effect that spreads over a multitude of areas such as air, water, land, food, and people. The current 
situation has shown that we are incapable and unprepared to handle the mass scale outbreaks and 
destruction climate change is likely to cause. This thus brings to focus the need for humanity to 
seriously put things in order to ensure that this public-health-emergency-in-waiting does not happen 
and create major losses to both humans and the economy. One needs to recall that tapped water in 
houses, sewage systems, piped gas, electricity, and health and safety standards are an advent of the 
Plague, Cholera and Typhoid of the nineteenth century. It is time once again for some more sustainable 
reforms, this time to counter climate change.  
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It is prudent to note that no financial crisis has ever created policies to benefit the environment. Health 
emergencies, on the other hand, have improved our living standards. Even though COVID-19 has been 
branded as a health emergency, the economic loss and slowdown it has resulted in seem to be 
overweighing the health emergency. It is hence essential that COVID-19 be treated as a health 
emergency to bring about the much needed social and environmental reforms against climate change 
rather than end up as another financial emergency that eventually will cause more damage to the 
environment as has been the case with earlier such economic emergencies. 

Similarly, as seen in the previous discussion, climate change has shown serious health impacts on 
humans (McMichael, Woodruff & Hales, 2006) and hence it too needs to be treated as a health 
emergency. If treated so, it would be noticed and addressed better by the world community to bring 
about the much needed health and safety reforms in our society. The changes to follow would 
eventually help addressing the issue of climate change and delay the destruction of humanity from 
planet Earth.  

The time to act is now. We as a race have been postponing the action against climate change for way 
too long. It is time that we take some positive and concrete action to stem the tide against climate 
change before it is too late. A healthy planet is what we all desire for the well-being and growth of the 
human race, but in order to have such a planet, we humans, the users and custodians of this planet, 
have to do our bit and ensure that the downfall is not our doing. We may develop immunity or a 
vaccine against a virus to keep us safe but we will never have a vaccine against climate change. For 
that, we will have to create provisions in the right direction with the know-how we have and the know-
how we develop. Some areas for active consideration have hence been discussed in the article. 

6. Conclusion 

The article using simple statistical analysis has shown the correlation between epidemics and climate 
change. It is observed that as the weather related events increase so do the epidemic events. It is 
hence essential that we realise the message Mother Nature is trying to pass to us through the current 
episode of pandemic. Accordingly, lessons learnt from the pandemic and some possible way ahead 
have been discussed in the article for active consideration to address global and long term climate 
change issues for a healthier planet Earth.  

Like any other previous setback for humanity, humans will restart their business-as-usual after COVID-
19. However, there is a need to realise the impending dangers of the public-health-emergency-in-
waiting, climate change and to evolve new mechanisms to boost resilience of people and communities 
(International Federation of Red Cross & Red Crescent Societies, 2004; Broberg, 2019). We need to 
ensure that decisions we make today are in favour of reducing human impact on global climate change 
rather than being those that would make us slide deeper into destruction. Though, one cannot make 
predictions about the future, however, one can surely say with conviction that the future will be 
governed by the decisions we make today towards controlling the phenomenon of climate change. 
Eventually, we will get the future that we want and work for. 
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