
 

 

 

 

 

 

World Health Organisation (WHO) 

 

 

“Mitigating the explicit and implicit impact of 

environmental disasters on global health” 

Study Guide 

 

 

 

Contributors: Stylianos Kechagias, Elena Keperti, Ioanna Koulaouzidou 

All rights reserved, ARCMUN 2020 

 

 

 

 



 

2 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

1. Welcoming Letter…………………………………………...................................... 3 

2. Introduction to the Committee………………………………………………………… 4 

3. Introduction to the Topic……………………………………………………………….. 4 

4. Definition of Key Terms………………………………………………………………… 4 

5. History of the Topic……………………………………........................................... 5 

6. Legal Framework……………………………………………………………………….. 8 

7. Discussion of the Topic……………………………….......................................... 9 

8. Actions Already Taken……....……..…….……………………………………......... 11 

9. Points to be Addressed…....………………..…………………………………………… 14 

10. Conclusion…………....……………………………………………………………….... 14 

11. Bibliography….………………………………………………………………………… 15 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

3 

 
 

 

1. Welcoming Letter 
 
Dear Delegates,  
We are pleased to welcome you all to Aristotelio College Model United Nations 2020 and 

specifically, to the World Health Organisation Committee. Without any further ado, we would 
like to congratulate each and every one of you for taking part in this year’s edition of ArcMUN 

and promise that we will do anything within our powers to facilitate you throughout the 

conference in order to have an unforgettable experience. 

This Study Guide aims at helping you gain a better insight into the topic of the Committee and 
offers you a starting point for your research. Nevertheless, it is highly advised to conduct a 
thorough examination of your country’s position concerning the matter discussed and 

elaborate on your key national policies within the context of the position paper you will be 
requested to deliver before the conference. We thank you in advance for your in-depth 

understanding and cooperation and we are looking forward to meeting you in person! 

 
Best Regards,  

Stylianos Kechagias,  
Elena Keperti, 

Ioanna Koulaouzidou.
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2. Introduction to the Committee 
The World Health Organization (WHO) is a specialized agency of the United Nations with its 

overall focus being the international public health as well as battling upcoming global health 

issues. Its headquarters are located in Switzerland and more specifically in Geneva. The 

constitution has been signed by 61 countries (all 51 UN member countries and 10 others)1. 

3. Introduction to the Topic 

The topic that this year's WHO Committee will address is the mitigation of the obvious 

and hidden impact of environmental disasters on global health. This committee will 

engage in the disasters that have been caused by humans and non-natural 

phenomena. As a participant of this committee, you will have to deal with the 

consequences that humankind has caused to the environment through its actions- for 

example in the industrial sector- that have furthermore boomeranged and affected a 

majority of its population today. 

4. Definition of Key Terms  

Global Health                                                                                                                                      

Global health is the health linked to people globally. It has been defined as "the area 

of study, research and practice that places a priority on improving health and 

achieving equity in health for all people worldwide". Global health is about worldwide 

health improvement (including mental health), reduction of inequalities concerning 

access to medical care and protection against global health threats and issues. 

*Global health differs from international health, which is defined as the branch of 

public health focusing on developing nations and foreign aid efforts by industrialized 

countries.2 

Climate Change  

A change in global or regional climate patterns. This change has become apparent 

specifically from the mid to late 20th century starting with the industrialization of the 

market that has attributed largely to the increased levels of atmospheric carbon 

                                                 
1
 Who.int. (2019). About WHO. [online] Available at: https://www.who.int/about [Accessed 13 

Nov. 2019].  
2
 Self.gutenberg.org. (2019). Global health | Project Gutenberg Self-Publishing - eBooks | Read 

eBooks online. [online] Available at: http://self.gutenberg.org/articles/eng/Global_health 

[Accessed 13 Nov. 2019]. 

https://www.who.int/about
http://self.gutenberg.org/articles/eng/Global_health
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dioxide produced by the use of fossil fuels - that in return have caused the well known 

phenomenon of the ozone hole3. 

Environmental disaster 

An environmental disaster or an ecological disaster is a catastrophic event regarding 

the environment due to human activity. This concept and the concept of natural 

disasters are very different. During our sessions we will not be excluding cases of 

intentional acts of war, such as nuclear bombings and terrorist attacks from the 

debate. In our case, the impact of humans' intrusion in the ecosystem has led to 

severe consequences. Environmental disasters can have an effect on  biodiversity, 

agriculture, human health and the economy. The causes vary and some of them 

include pollution, overuse of natural resources and heavy industrial activity4. 

Financial interest 

According to Law Insider, financial interest means “any economic interest of a 

particular individual that is not shared with a substantial segment of the population of 

the municipality”. This definition has embraced private interests, no matter how 

small, which are direct, immediate or reasonably foreseeable. The interest can be 

affected in either a positive or negative way5. 

Deforestation 

According to the Accounting Dictionary, deforestation is “the clearing of forest areas 

by cutting down the trees. The term commonly refers to the removal of trees, mainly 

intentionally, with the purpose of taking commercial advantage of the cleared land or 

the taken trees”. However, deforestation might also occur accidentally when fire 

destroys large forest areas6. 

                                                 
3
 Lexico Dictionaries | English. (2019). Climate Change | Definition of Climate Change by 

Lexico. [online] Available at: https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/climate_change [Accessed 13 

Nov. 2019]. 
4
 Diamond, J. (2011). Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed. 2nd ed. Viking Press. 

5
 Lawinsider.com. (2019). Financial interest | Legal Definition of Financial Interest by Law 

Insider. [online] Available at: https://www.lawinsider.com/dictionary/financial-interest [Accessed 

13 Nov. 2019]. 
6
 My Accounting Course. (2019). What is Deforestation? - Definition | Meaning | Example. 

[online] Available at: https://www.myaccountingcourse.com/accounting-dictionary/deforestation 

[Accessed 13 Nov. 2019]. 

https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/climate_change
https://www.lawinsider.com/dictionary/financial-interest
https://www.myaccountingcourse.com/accounting-dictionary/deforestation
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Pollution 

Pollution, based on the Cambridge dictionary, is “the damage caused to water, air and 

other elements by harmful substances or waste”7. Major and largely known forms of 

pollution include: Air pollution, plastic pollution, soil and radioactive contamination, 

thermal pollution, water pollution and much more. 

5. History of the Topic 
Environmental disasters are extreme events which are responsible for the death of 
millions and continue to adversely affect all possible fields of human health in both 
predictable and unpredictable ways. Below you will find a list of nonnatural 

environmental accidents that have had a negative effect on biodiversity, agriculture 
and human health.  

 
Atomic Bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki: The world’s first atomic bomb, which 
was the result of the Manhattan Project, was detonated at a test site in New Mexico by 

the United States on July 16, 1945. In less than a month, two atomic bombs were 
dropped on Hiroshima (August 6, 1945) and Nagasaki (August 9, 1945). This 

devastating act of war led to the unconditional surrender of the Japanese Empire and 
put an end to WWII8. The detonation of the two bombs resulted in horrific casualties 

(225,000 human lives), while the radiation exposure increased cancer rates in the 
survivors and resulted in birth defects9.   
 

Great Smog of London: At the end of 1952, a combination of extreme weather 
conditions and coal pollution resulted in the city of London being enshrouded in a veil 

of smog for 5 days. Though this phenomenon was short-lived, historians estimate that 
it proved to be lethal for 12,000 people, especially for the elderly, young children and 
people with respiratory issues. On the other hand, this environmental phenomenon 

did prompt politicians to take immediate action against air pollution. As a result the 
Clean Air Act, was enacted 4 years later10. The 1956 Clean Air Act is considered to be a 

                                                 
7
 Dictionary.cambridge.org. (2019). POLLUTION | Meaning in the Cambridge English 

Dictionary. [online] Available at: https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/pollution 

[Accessed 13 Nov. 2019]. 
8
 Browne, R. (2019). Why did the U.S. bomb Hiroshima?. [online] CNN. Available at: 

https://edition.cnn.com/2016/05/27/politics/hiroshima-obama-explainer/index.html [Accessed 13 

Nov. 2019]. 
9
 ScienceDaily. (2019). Long-term Health Effects of Hiroshima and Nagasaki Atomic Bombs not 

as dire as perceived. [online] Available at: 

https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2016/08/160811120353.htm [Accessed 13 Nov. 2019]. 
10

 HISTORY. (2019). The Great Smog of 1952. [online] Available at: 

https://www.history.com/news/the-killer-fog-that-blanketed-london-60-years-ago [Accessed 13 

Nov. 2019]. 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/pollution
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2016/08/160811120353.htm
https://www.history.com/news/the-killer-fog-that-blanketed-london-60-years-ago
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milestone in history since it helped households transition towards cleaner fuels 
(electricity, smokeless solid fuel etc)11.   

 
Castle Bravo: On March 1, 1954 a huge nuclear fallout incident happened during an 

innocuous secret trial of the then-untested hydrogen bomb in the Marshall Islands 

region of Micronesia. On that day, the United States conducted the greatest nuclear 

test until then, code-named Castle Bravo12. Immediately after the bomb detonation, a 
4.5-mile-wide fireball was created, resulting in a mushroom cloud that toured 14 
thousand meters in the air. The unforeseen radiation affected 1,200 residents of the 

neighboring islands. It is said that the detonation of Castle Bravo was almost a 
thousand times more severe as the atomic bombs that the U.S. dropped on Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki during WWII13.   

The Shrinking of the Aral Sea: The Aral Sea, located on the border between 
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, was once one of the largest inland lakes. Unfortunately it 

has now been reduced to a dry basin after the rivers that fed into it were rerouted 
during Soviet irrigation projects. The whole process started in the 1960s and reduced 

drastically the size of the lake to the point that the eastern basin is currently known as 

the Aralkum Desert14. The Shrinking of the Aral Sea has affected human health. To be 

more specific, infant mortality was significantly high due to chronic heavy-metal 
exposure15.      

Bhopal Disaster: In December 1984, one of the deadliest industrial disasters in human 

history took place when a gas leak at the Union Carbide India Limited (UCIL) pesticide 
plant in Bhopal, India resulted in exposing over 500 thousand people to dangerous 

chemicals including methyl isocyanate16. It is unknown what the cause of the gas leak 

                                                 
11 Friends of the Earth. (2019). The London smog and 1956 Clean Air Act | Friends of the Earth. 

[online] Available at: https://friendsoftheearth.uk/clean-air/london-smog-and-1956-clean-air-act 

[Accessed 13 Nov. 2019]. 
12

 Ctbto.org. (2019). 1 March 1954 - Castle Bravo: CTBTO Preparatory Commission. [online] 

Available at: https://www.ctbto.org/specials/testing-times/1-march-1954-castle-bravo [Accessed 

13 Nov. 2019]. 
13

 Large.stanford.edu. (2019). Marshall Islands Nuclear Testing and Health Effects. [online] 

Available at: http://large.stanford.edu/courses/2017/ph241/gutwald2/ [Accessed 13 Nov. 2019]. 

 
14

 Earthobservatory.nasa.gov. (2019). World of Change: Shrinking Aral Sea. [online] Available 

at: https://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/world-of-change/AralSea [Accessed 13 Nov. 2019]. 
15

 Wæhler, T. and Dietrichs, E. (2019). The vanishing Aral Sea: health consequences of an 

environmental disaster. [online] Available at: https://tidsskriftet.no/en/2017/10/global-

helse/vanishing-aral-sea-health-consequences-environmental-disaster [Accessed 13 Nov. 2019]. 
16

 Taylor, A. (2019). Bhopal: The World's Worst Industrial Disaster, 30 Years Later. [online] The 

Atlantic. Available at: https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2014/12/bhopal-the-worlds-worst-

industrial-disaster-30-years-later/100864/ [Accessed 13 Nov. 2019]. 

https://friendsoftheearth.uk/clean-air/london-smog-and-1956-clean-air-act
https://www.ctbto.org/specials/testing-times/1-march-1954-castle-bravo
http://large.stanford.edu/courses/2017/ph241/gutwald2/
http://large.stanford.edu/courses/2017/ph241/gutwald2/
https://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/world-of-change/AralSea
https://tidsskriftet.no/en/2017/10/global-helse/vanishing-aral-sea-health-consequences-environmental-disaster
https://tidsskriftet.no/en/2017/10/global-helse/vanishing-aral-sea-health-consequences-environmental-disaster
https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2014/12/bhopal-the-worlds-worst-industrial-disaster-30-years-later/100864/
https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2014/12/bhopal-the-worlds-worst-industrial-disaster-30-years-later/100864/
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was, however, chronic health problems and instances of birth defects in the victims 
are more than apparent due to soil and water contamination17.  

Chernobyl Disaster: On April 25, 1986, during a scheduled nuclear test at the V.I. 
Lenin Nuclear Power Station located near the city of Chernobyl, former USSR, workers 

violated safety protocols and power surged dangerously inside the plant. Despite 
workers’ attempts to shut the reactor completely, another power surge was the cause 

of a chain reaction of explosions exposing the nuclear core and spewing radioactive 
materials into the atmosphere18. The Chernobyl accident caused widespread 
radioactive contamination especially in the areas of Ukraine, Belarus and the Russian 

Federation19.             

September 11 Terrorist Attacks: On September 11, 2001, four airplanes were 

hijacked by 19 civilians associated with al Qaeda an Islamic extremist group that 
performed suicide attacks against targets in the U.S.A. Two of the airplanes aimed at 
the twin towers of the World Trade Center in New York, another plane targeted the 

Pentagon in Washington, D.C., and the forth one crashed in a field in Pennsylvania20. 
The explicit impact of the 9/11 terrorist attacks was the deaths of 3,000 people, while 

thousands of people who were living or working in lower Manhattan near Ground Zero 
were exposed to the toxic fumes emitting from the burning towers. By 2018, 10,000 

people were diagnosed with cancerous diseases related to 9/1121.   

DeepWater Horizon Oil Spill: In April of 2010, an oil-drilling rig located 40 miles off 
the coast of Louisiana exploded resulting in a disastrous BP oil spill, also known as the 

Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill. Up to this date, it is considered to be the largest marine 

oil spill in human history, since 210 million U.S. gallons of oil were sent into the Gulf of 

                                                 
17

 Encyclopedia Britannica. (2019). Bhopal disaster | industrial accident, Bhopan, India [1984]. 

[online] Available at: https://www.britannica.com/event/Bhopal-disaster [Accessed 13 Nov. 

2019]. 
18

 Nationalgeographic.com. (2019). The Chernobyl disaster: What happened, and the long-term 

impacts. [online] Available at: 

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/culture/topics/reference/chernobyl-disaster/ [Accessed 13 

Nov. 2019]. 
19

 Brunader, A. (2019). UNSCEAR assessments of the Chernobyl accident. [online] Unscear.org. 

Available at: https://www.unscear.org/unscear/en/chernobyl.html#Health [Accessed 13 Nov. 

2019]. 
20

 History.com. (2019). September 11 Attacks. [online] Available at: 

https://www.history.com/topics/21st-century/9-11-attacks#section_9 [Accessed 13 Nov. 2019]. 
21

 Durkin, E. (2019). September 11: nearly 10,000 people affected by 'cesspool of cancer'. 

[online] the Guardian. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2018/sep/10/911-

attack-ground-zero-manhattan-cancer [Accessed 13 Nov. 2019]. 

https://www.britannica.com/event/Bhopal-disaster
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/culture/topics/reference/chernobyl-disaster/
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/culture/topics/reference/chernobyl-disaster/
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/culture/topics/reference/chernobyl-disaster/
https://www.unscear.org/unscear/en/chernobyl.html#Health
https://www.history.com/topics/21st-century/9-11-attacks#section_9
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2018/sep/10/911-attack-ground-zero-manhattan-cancer
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2018/sep/10/911-attack-ground-zero-manhattan-cancer
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Mexico22. The explicit consequences of the catastrophe were 11 dead and 17 injured 
civilians out of the 126-crew member23. 

6. Legal Framework 
The idea of a legal framework to surround the issue of global health quickly started to 

spread and created the need for immediate measures that needed to be taken. 
Consequently, documents that suggested measures in order to prevent and alleviate 

health problems have been created from the first years of the existence of the United 
Nations and of the World Health Organisation. It wasn’t until much later that it 
became apparent how environmental disasters affect human health and well-being. 

Thus, documents that are solely focused on the environment and the relevant 

disasters, as well as documents related to the effects of those disasters to public 

health, are few and more recent. During the last years of the previous millennium, as 
well as in the 21st century,  a great number of conventions, protocols and treaties on 

the environment have been signed and ratified by member states around the world. 
These include: 
 

● The International Convention on Oil Pollution Preparedness, Response and 

Cooperation (1989)24 that regulates the shipment of oil and describes 

measures in order for oil spills to be prevented and managed. 
● The Rio Declaration on Environment and Development (1992)25, recognising 

the importance of sustainable development, even during wartime. 
● The Kyoto Protocol (1997)26, maintaining that both developed and developing 

nations must be held accountable for the high levels of greenhouse gas 

emissions, under the principle of common yet differentiated responsibilities. 
● The Johannesburg Declaration on Sustainable Development (2002)27, 

referring to the protection of natural resources and the negative impact of their 
destruction on economy, society and health. 

                                                 
22

 Pallardy, R. (2019). Deepwater Horizon oil spill | Summary & Facts. [online] Encyclopedia 

Britannica. Available at: https://www.britannica.com/event/Deepwater-Horizon-oil-spill 

[Accessed 13 Nov. 2019]. 
23

 Marine Mammal Commission. (2019). Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill in the Gulf of Mexico - 

Marine Mammal Commission. [online] Available at: https://www.mmc.gov/priority-

topics/offshore-energy-development-and-marine-mammals/gulf-of-mexico-deepwater-horizon-

oil-spill-and-marine-mammals/ [Accessed 13 Nov. 2019]. 
24

 Imo.org. (2019). International Convention on Oil Pollution Preparedness, Response and Co-

operation. [online] Available at: 

http://www.imo.org/en/About/Conventions/ListOfConventions/Pages/International-Convention-

on-Oil-Pollution-Preparedness,-Response-and-Co-operation-%28OPRC%29.aspx [Accessed 13 

Nov. 2019]. 
25

 Unesco.org. (1992). [online] Available at: http://www.unesco.org/education/pdf/RIO_E.PDF 

[Accessed 13 Nov. 2019]. 
26

 Unfccc.int. (1992). What is the Kyoto Protocol? | UNFCCC. [online] Available at: 

https://unfccc.int/kyoto_protocol [Accessed 14 Nov. 2019]. 

https://www.britannica.com/event/Deepwater-Horizon-oil-spill
https://www.mmc.gov/priority-topics/offshore-energy-development-and-marine-mammals/gulf-of-mexico-deepwater-horizon-oil-spill-and-marine-mammals/
https://www.mmc.gov/priority-topics/offshore-energy-development-and-marine-mammals/gulf-of-mexico-deepwater-horizon-oil-spill-and-marine-mammals/
https://www.mmc.gov/priority-topics/offshore-energy-development-and-marine-mammals/gulf-of-mexico-deepwater-horizon-oil-spill-and-marine-mammals/
http://www.imo.org/en/About/Conventions/ListOfConventions/Pages/International-Convention-on-Oil-Pollution-Preparedness,-Response-and-Co-operation-%28OPRC%29.aspx
http://www.imo.org/en/About/Conventions/ListOfConventions/Pages/International-Convention-on-Oil-Pollution-Preparedness,-Response-and-Co-operation-%28OPRC%29.aspx
http://www.unesco.org/education/pdf/RIO_E.PDF
https://unfccc.int/kyoto_protocol
https://unfccc.int/kyoto_protocol
https://unfccc.int/kyoto_protocol
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● The Doha Amendment (2012)28 that modified a lot of parts of the Kyoto 
protocol, namely revised the list of greenhouse gases and updated the 

financial responsibilities of the states that are parties to the Kyoto Protocol. 
● The Paris Agreement (2016)29, which focuses on dealing with greenhouse gas 

emissions finance, adaptation and mitigation, and is part of the United Nations 

Convention on Climate Change. It must be noted that this agreement is indeed 

controversial, as many countries, including the United States of America, have 
withdrawn from it. 

 

7. Discussion of the Topic  

Disasters are as old as mankind and are an inevitable part of living in a globalized, civilized 

and industrialized world. Environmental disasters have a direct impact, not only on human 

lives, but also on the social, biological and physical environment of the affected people30. For 

ease of analysis, we can define two different ways of which environmental disasters can have 

an impact on humanity: an explicit one and implicit one. 

Explicit-Direct                                                                                                                                                            

The immediate concern surrounding environmental disasters is the number of 

casualties and the number of trauma cases caused by such extreme events. The 

catastrophes that were previously listed were some of the costliest events humankind 

has ever experienced. They have proven to be life-altering for the individuals and their 

families who were fortunate enough to survive them31. Furthermore, such disasters 

can cause immediate physical threats. For instance, collapsed buildings and flying 

debris could be the cause of trauma cases, and without the appropriate health care, 

infections are more than likely to happen32. Last but certainly not least, events such as 

                                                                                                                                                 
27

 Who.int. (2002). WHO | Johannesburg Summit 2002. [online] Available at: 

https://www.who.int/mediacentre/events/johannesburg/en/index1.html [Accessed 14 Nov. 2019]. 
28

 Unfccc.int. (2012). The Doha Amendment | UNFCCC. [online] Available at: 

https://unfccc.int/process/the-kyoto-protocol/the-doha-amendment [Accessed 14 Nov. 2019]. 
29

 Unfccc.int. (2016). The Paris Agreement | UNFCCC. [online] Available at: 

https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement [Accessed 14 

Nov. 2019]. 
30

 Environmental Health in Emergencies. (2012). Natural Events. [online] Available at: 

https://www.who.int/environmental_health_emergencies/natural_events/en/ [Accessed 14 Nov. 

2019].  
31

 Sharrieff, M. (2019). The Impact of Natural Disasters. [online] Sciencing.com. Available at: 

https://sciencing.com/impact-natural-disasters-5502440.html [Accessed 14 Nov. 2019]. 
32

 Goldberg, J., Valentinuzzi, M., Pulse, I., Friebe, M., King, P. and Bates, M. (2019). Natural 

Disasters and Public Health. [online] Pulse.embs.org. Available at: 

https://pulse.embs.org/january-2019/natural-disasters-and-public-health/ [Accessed 14 Nov. 

2019]. 

https://www.who.int/mediacentre/events/johannesburg/en/index1.html
https://www.who.int/mediacentre/events/johannesburg/en/index1.html
https://www.who.int/mediacentre/events/johannesburg/en/index1.html
https://unfccc.int/process/the-kyoto-protocol/the-doha-amendment
https://unfccc.int/process/the-kyoto-protocol/the-doha-amendment
https://unfccc.int/process/the-kyoto-protocol/the-doha-amendment
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement
https://www.who.int/environmental_health_emergencies/natural_events/en/
https://www.who.int/environmental_health_emergencies/natural_events/en/
https://www.who.int/environmental_health_emergencies/natural_events/en/
https://sciencing.com/impact-natural-disasters-5502440.html
https://sciencing.com/impact-natural-disasters-5502440.html
https://sciencing.com/impact-natural-disasters-5502440.html
https://pulse.embs.org/january-2019/natural-disasters-and-public-health/
https://pulse.embs.org/january-2019/natural-disasters-and-public-health/
https://pulse.embs.org/january-2019/natural-disasters-and-public-health/
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the Great Smog of London could result in devastating lung infections, respiratory 

problems that call for immediate hospitalization and in some cases, death33. 

Implicit-Indirect                                                                                                                                               

Injuries and infections caused by environmental disasters can be treated properly in 

the short-term. However, due to the unpredictability of such phenomena, people 

should be thinking long-term34. These events can damage both public and private 

infrastructure, while the natural environment becomes hostile in most cases 

(radiation, water pollution, chemical contamination etc) and thus, forces people to 

abandon their home region (Environmental Refugees)35. Lastly, we should take under 

serious consideration the fact that each accident has had a serious impact on the well-

being and mental health of the general population mainly at a subclinical level. In 

most cases, the survivors of an environmental disaster suffer from Post-Traumatic 

Stress Disorder (PTSD) which may often result in reckless behaviour such as alcohol 

tobacco overuse36.    

Climate Change and Human Health   

Humankind’s activities have undoubtedly been altering planet’s climate. More 

specifically, humans have increased the concentration of energy-trapping gases and 

other heat-trapping gases resulting in the increase of world temperature (Greenhouse 

Effect). Today’s world population is facing unfamiliar human-induced changes due to 

the increase of greenhouse gases and depletion of natural systems worldwide (e.g. 

ocean fisheries, soil fertility, and biodiversity in general). At a first glance, such 

changes could affect infrastructure, economic activities and managed ecosystems 

however, they could pose risks to human health37. First and foremost, certain groups 

of people are susceptible to climate conditions due to their age (elderly and children), 

                                                 
33

 Excell, J. (2015). The Lethal Effects of London Fog. [online] Bbc.com. Available at: 

https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20151221-the-lethal-effects-of-london-fog [Accessed 14 Nov. 

2019]. 
34

 Brunander, A. (2012). UNSCEAR assessments of the Chernobyl accident. [online] Unscear.org. 

Available at: https://www.unscear.org/unscear/en/chernobyl.html#Health [Accessed 14 Nov. 

2019]. 
35

 Black, R. (2001). Environmental refugees: myth or reality? [online] UNHCR. Available at: 

https://www.unhcr.org/3ae6a0d00.html [Accessed 14 Nov. 2019]. 
36

 Brunander, A. (2012). UNSCEAR assessments of the Chernobyl accident. [online] Unscear.org. 

Available at: https://www.unscear.org/unscear/en/chernobyl.html#Health [Accessed 14 Nov. 

2019]. 
37

 Who.int. (2003). WHO | Climate change and human health - risks and responses. Summary. 

[online] Available at: https://www.who.int/globalchange/summary/en/ [Accessed 14 Nov. 2019].  

https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20151221-the-lethal-effects-of-london-fog
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20151221-the-lethal-effects-of-london-fog
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20151221-the-lethal-effects-of-london-fog
https://www.unscear.org/unscear/en/chernobyl.html#Health
https://www.unscear.org/unscear/en/chernobyl.html#Health
https://www.unhcr.org/3ae6a0d00.html
https://www.unhcr.org/3ae6a0d00.html
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gender (especially pregnant women), or other conditions such as HIV. Moreover, many 

infectious diseases, particularly water-borne ones, are very sensitive to climate 

change, while climate change expands the geographical range of diseases such as 

malaria and lengthens the transmission season. Last but certainly not least, climate 

change will bring new emerging health issues, including heatwaves and other extreme 

phenomena38.       

Environmental Refugee Crisis  

According to the office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR) the term “climate refugees” does not exist in international law however, it is 

often used in media and other discussions in order to refer to “persons displaced in 

the context of disasters and climate change”. The terms “Environmental Migrant” and 

“Climate Refugee” are somewhat interchangeable meaning that during our sessions 

they will be treated equally. As researchers have indicated, the Earth’s climate is 

changing at a very fast pace forcing people to adapt to the depletion of natural 

resources and environmental conditions. Many are forcibly displaced from their 

homes as a result of environmental disasters in order to survive. Most displacements 

due to hazardous natural environments happen to be internal, meaning that the 

affected remain within national borders. Displacements across borders may also 

occur, and in some cases can be related to conflict or violence39. It is estimated that 

over 145 million people (2% of the world’s population) have been displaced over the 

past six years40.        

8. Actions Already Taken 
Millenium Development Goals 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) met its deadline in 2015, before that year, 

great progress was achieved. There are three dimensions compiled within MDGs; 

social, economic and environmental, in line with human rights as their basic 
principle.41 

Specifically, goal number 7 was to ensure environmental sustainability.  There were 
four main targets; the reversion of the environmental resources depletion, the 

                                                 
38
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reduction of biodiversity loss, the improvement in the lives of slum dwellers and to 
facilitate access to clean drinking water and sanitation. The aforementioned goal was 

partially met, as ozone depleting substances were eliminated and 147 nations 
worldwide have achieved the drinking water target. 42 

However, deforestation remains an unsolved issue and greenhouse emissions are 

rising exponentially, while marine fisheries are still putting in danger, not only the 

lives of millions of people, but are also threatening economies and ecosystems.  
 
Sustainable Development Goals 

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which was unanimously adopted by 
United Nations Member States in 2015, provides a shared blueprint for peace and 

prosperity for people and the planet, now and into the future. At the Agenda’s heart 
are the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), an urgent call for action by all 
countries - developed and developing - in a global partnership.43 

Sustainable Development Goal number 3 is to promote good health and well being for 
all people around the world.  This goal stresses the need for environmental risks to be 

dealt with, as air pollution is proven to increase the risk of cardiovascular and 
respiratory disease, and unsafe water is linked to diarrhoea, infections and 

malnutrition.44 
Climate change and environmental disasters are also the main focus of the 13th goal. 
The loss of 1.3 million lives is the result of geophysical and climate related problems.45 

Sustainable development goal number 13 includes the creation of the Green Climate 
Fund, which is accessed by 28 countries and has a value of more than 75 million 

dollars.46 
 

UN Environment Assembly  

United Nations Environment Assembly is the world’s highest level decision-making 
body on the environment. Until now, there have been four sessions of the assembly, in 

2014, in 2016, in 2017 and in 2019. The most recent session of the United Nations 
Environmental Assembly was held in Nairobi, Kenya. One of its three main areas of 
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focus was the sustainability of food systems and food security, which is clearly 
connected to public health.47 A great number of draft resolutions were proposed, 

discussed, and voted, including one on marine plastic litter and microplastics48 and 
another one, focusing on air quality.  

 

2013/30/EU of the European Parliament  

The European Union has indeed taken action in order to alleviate the situation. 
Directive 2013/30/EU of the European Parliament is a document that is binding for all 
the members of the Union. Its main focus is the safe preparation of offshore oil and 

gas operations, as well as the prevention of accidents that come as a result of them. 
Additionally, response in the case of emergencies is mentioned, and cooperation and 

transparency between member states is highly encouraged.49 
 
2007/60/EC of the European Parliament 

This directive of the European Parliament was adopted in 2007 and deals with the 
assessment and management of floods. In the text, it is clearly mentioned that even 

though floods happen naturally, they are more frequent and disastrous due to human 
activity, such as increasing settlements and the reduction of the natural water 

retention. These factors, together with climate change, are able to increase the 
likelihood and the adverse impact of the aforementioned phenomena. Prevention of 
damage to human health is extensively analyzed in the directive.50 

African Union Climate Change Strategy 
In its summits, the African Union has discussed the issue of environmental disasters 

and their impact on global health. In 2013, meetings were held with the aim of 
developing a common strategy. The Great Green Wall for the Sahara and Sahel 

Initiative that focuses on combating desertification and land degradation, is 

supported by the Union. The Sharm El-Sheikh commitments on Water and Sanitation 
focus on the importance of clean and safe drinking water to health and to the 

prevention of infectious diseases. Additionally, the Union is currently developing the 
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Africa Regional Strategy on Disaster Risk Reduction, in line with the Hyogo Framework 
of Action.51 

 
The United States Climate Change Policy  

In 1950, climate change was addressed for the first time in the United States of 

America. Since then, a lot has changed. Legislation varies greatly among the different 

states. Nevertheless, there are some federal laws, which apply to all states, and a 
governmental body responsible for the problem at hand, which is the Environmental 
Protection Agency. An example of this kind of laws is the “Clean Air Act”52. The 

Environmental Protection Agency offers information for citizens, emergency hotlines 
and resources for those who suffer directly from disasters.53 

 

9. Points to be Addressed  
1. The international community and specifically the UN have addressed the issue 

of  global health and its link to climate change and environmental disasters 
numerous times.Why is it, though, that to this day the issue still exists and 

many people are at immediate risk due to poor air quality, unsafe drinking 
water, floods and oil spills?  

2. How severe is the problem in developing nations? Does the financial situation 
of a country affect the likelihood of its citizens suffering because of 

environmental disasters? 
3. How can governmental and non-governmental organisations cooperate in 

order to address the issue under discussion? How can Social Media be 

beneficial? 

4. Is the existing legal framework sufficient or is it necessary to further enhance it 

for effective measures to be taken? 
5. To what extent should governmental bodies interfere with the business of gas 

and oil enterprises and companies in the nuclear sector? 

6. How can the educational system work in favour of this issue?      
7. How can we tackle the Environmental Refugee Crisis? 

 

10. Conclusion 
To conclude, it is true and evident that the protection and promotion of global health 
is one of the most important goals that humanity has set and demands the 

cooperation of each and every one of the member states of the United Nations. 
However, it should be reminded that a great number of people worldwide are 
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currently in danger or suffer from the consequences of environmental disasters. It is 
indisputable that climate change is a reality that affects billions of people who do not 

have access to safe drinking water, consume food of non-nutritional quality, end up 
homeless due to floods and breathe polluted air on a daily basis. As such, it is more 

than necessary to point out that health is not a privilege to be enjoyed by a select few, 

but a right to be exercised by everyone.  

 
“A ruined planet cannot sustain human lives in good health. A healthy planet and 

healthy people are two sides of the same coin.” - Margaret Chan.54 
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