University of Warwick – Sustainability Spotlight
Explainer on Planetary Health
“Why caring for air, water, and soil matter for human health”
Being physically and mentally healthy matters more to us as humans than ever. Great progress has been achieved throughout the last century to improve health outcomes around the world, and especially in developed countries. Amazing breakthroughs in science, technology and engineering have led to new insights and developments that save lives, cure illnesses, treat diseases, and protect us from threats and dangers that regularly affected our ancestors. 
We also understand far better now how both our genetic heritage and our personal behaviours and circumstances affect health and wellbeing. We especially recognise that the conditions into which people are born, grow, live, work and age, as well as people’s access to power, money and resources as key factors shaping our health outcomes.  
And yet, the progress achieved is at significant risk of reversing or worsening, especially for many of those who are already disadvantaged. There is strong evidence showing that human health does not exist in isolation from the health of our planet. The natural conditions of our atmosphere, land and waterways have been disrupted in a large-scale and unprecedented manner. The impacts of human activities on the environment are now directly degrading nutrition and diets, spreading infectious and non-communicable diseases, causing direct injuries, and affecting mental, child and reproductive health. Increasingly, they also lead to displacement and conflict around the world. 
Put simply, clean air, potable water, fertile soils, and a stable climate are not just “nice-to-have”, but a vital necessity for physical growth, wellbeing, and sanity. For example, air pollution from industry, planes, trucks and cars is linked to asthma, heart attacks, strokes, lung cancer and dementia, especially among the young and elderly.
And while feeding ourselves appears to be ever more costly, the very processes used for producing much of this food are further adding to the environmental destruction. By globally converting natural land into farming land, we cut down shrubs and trees necessary for the production of clean air while robbing millions of precious species of their habitats. Intensive farming methods add pollutants to water and air while depleting the soil of nutrients vital for growing food that truly nourishes our minds and bodies. Put simply, we end up biting the hand that feeds us!
Imagine taking a core sample/cutting a vertical slice that runs through the air, land, soil and waterways in your local area. This sample/slice contains all the essentials for life, including air to breathe, water to drink, and nature to provide us with food. Disrupting any parts of this “imaginary tube” directly affects these main elements and eventually makes living impossible. 
Humans can develop drugs and treatments to deal with the genes and lifestyles that greatly impact on our ability to lead healthy lives. But it is also the natural environment surrounding us that matters. In this case, protecting our air, water, and soil is not so much the best cure but rather the best form of prevention to get sick in the first place!
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