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Australia Needs 
Climate Policy
Eroding climate change legislation has left Australia isolated in 
a world that is increasingly seeing the health imperative to take 
decisive action, says . 

Last month, the agreement between 
the US and China over climate 
change made it the hottest topic 

of conversation at the G20 Summit. It 
follows an extraordinary UN Climate 
Summit in New York in October, with 
120+ heads of state attending including 
US President Obama and UK PM David 
Cameron; absent was Tony Abbott. In 
New York, 400,000 people took to the 
streets in support of climate action, while 
in Melbourne the crowds reached 30,000. 
As the US President called on all nations 
to play their fair part in addressing 
climate change, Australia received 
international condemnation for its failure 
to attend.

The Summit was called to urge countries to 
increase their commitments for next year’s 
major global climate negotiations in Paris, 
after the disappointing Copenhagen outcome 
five years ago. Alarmingly, Canada and 
Australia appear to have formed an alliance 
to do the opposite.
Australia is the first nation to wind back 
effective climate change policy when it 
repealed the carbon tax. In contrast China 
has announced plans for a national emissions 
trading scheme and the US is implementing 
significant measures. Australia risks missing 

the boat as a renewable energy and low 
carbon global economy emerges.
Crucially, Australia’s actions have health 
ramifications; climate change is not just 
about polar bears, is it about you and me 
too. Climate change threatens public health 
with increases in weather extremes, food and 
water scarcity, polluted air and changes to 
infectious disease conditions, all leading to 
potential geopolitical instability.
Equally important is the immediate health 
benefits that result from efforts to address 
climate change. It is no coincidence that 
Obama recently announced his signature 
carbon emissions reduction policy from 
inside a hospital. He said that reducing 
pollution from coal-fired electricity 
generation by 30% by 2030 could be justified 
on health grounds alone – America would 
avoid up to 6600 premature deaths, up to 
150,000 asthma attacks in children, and up to 
490,000 missed work or school days. 
It seems short-sighted for the Australian 
government to be now considering slashing 
or scrapping the Renewable Energy Target. 
This previously bipartisan policy has cost-
effectively reduced fossil fuel electricity 
generation and has played an important part 
in Australia’s climate change efforts. 
The government-commissioned review 
did not consider the impacts on health, 
in contrast to developed practice 
internationally. A 2011 US EPA review of the 
Clean Air Act concluded that every dollar 
spent on cleaner air produced $30 in health 
benefits. A 2009 study estimated the annual 
externalised costs of fossil-fuel generated 
electricity in Australia to be $2.6 billion.
Doctors for the Environment Australia 
(DEA) has highlighted the importance of 
including health impacts in any review 
of policy affecting energy generation in 
Australia. Schemes that limit air pollution 
from fossil fuels are effective public health 
policies. DEA members, including Professor 
Fiona Stanley, and other health experts 
recently wrote an open letter to the Prime 
Minister requesting climate change on the 
agenda of the upcoming G20. Will the health 
sectors concerns be heeded? 

ED: Dr Sallie Forrest is a GP registrar 
and a WA representative on the National 
Management Committee of DEA.
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