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Goals for this presentation

§ To address micro and macro climate imbalances.

§ To identify key ethical considerations in regard to climate change.

§ To name both resources and obstacles within the field of bioethics 
for effectively engaging climate change.

§ To explore Spiritual Ecology as a resource for approaching 
climate change.
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Sit, be still, and listen,
because you're drunk
and we're at
the edge of the roof.

~ Rumi , 13th century poet and mystic
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z Carbon Emissions in Healthcare

§ The U.S. is the second-largest 
emitter of greenhouse gases 
(GHGs) globally

§ Hospitals are the second-most 
energy-intensive commercial 
buildings in the country, after 
food service facilities.  WHO 
data (2013) 

§ If the U.S. healthcare industry 
was a country, it would rank 
No. 13 in the world for GHG 
emissions (Eckleman, 2016)



z Greenhouse Gas Emissions from Health-
care Activities

Eckleman & Sherman, 2016



z Fire & Water: A Crisis of Balance
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Heat
Action
Light
Change 
Motivation
Willpower
Drive
Sun
Burning through
Warrior

Cleansing
Receptivity
Intuition
Nurturing
Darkness
Cyclical
Emotion
Compassion
Peace-maker
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Are our bodies 
overheated? 



z The Micro Climate: Toxins

The global disease burden attributable to the environment 
is now dominated by non-communicable diseases. (WHO, 
2013)

“Mounting scientific evidence indicates that the human 
body is becoming a reservoir for the toxic chemicals found 
in the air, water, food, household products, and even in 
products commonly used in the provision of health care..” 
(ANA’s Principles of Environmental Health)
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What typically will happen is smart chemists will develop a 
new product, see that it has useful properties, put it into 
consumer goods, and the chemical then gets disseminated 
very widely in the marketplace. Typically 10 or 15 or 20 years 
or more later, scientists begin to realize that this chemical is 
really quite toxic.

~ Philip Landrigan, MD, M.Sc.
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Atrazine (Herbicide)

§ One of most widely used herbicides since 1959.

§ Weed killer of choice for corn, grain sorghum, citrus fruits, sugar cane

§ Banned in Europe, 2003

§ 70-80 million pounds still applied annually in U.S.

§ Major contaminant of groundwater in Midwest

§ Can travel up to 600 miles from point of application

§ Persists in French groundwater despite no application >15 years

§ Estimated 60% of all Americans exposed to Atrazine every day

Tyrone Hayes, PhD; UC Berkeley, quoted by Robert Rountree, MD 2017
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Atrazine in Humans

§ Endocrine disruptor, even at very low levels

§ Lowers testosterone levels – “chemical castration & Inhibits 
testosterone production

§ Induces aromatase – increases estrogen

§ Associated with decreased sperm & fertility in humans

§ Implicated in uterine, prostate & breast cancer in humans

§ Neurotoxic: embryonic exposure causes neural damage in male & 
female mice & rats

§ Effects occur at low “ecologically relevant” exposure levels
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Pesticide Content of Common Foods

(from highest to lowest)

1. Strawberries
2. Bell peppers
3. Spinach
4. Cherries
5. Peaches
6. Cantaloupe

7. Celery
8. Apples
9. Apricots
10. Green beans
11. Grapes
12. Cucumbers



z Bisphenol A: Plastic in Food Containers
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Health Effects of BPA

§ More than 90% of people in US have measurable BPA in their bodies.

§ Declared a “toxic substance” by Canada in 2010.

§ Endocrine disruptor can mimic effects of estrogen and interfere with cellular 
signaling.

§ Children are most susceptible.

§ Higher levels of urinary excretion linked to heart disease, diabetes, liver 
inflammation.

§ Also linked to cancer, thyroid disorders, obesity, infertility.

Robert Rountree, MD 2017
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A Crisis of Relationship

What we are suffering from at this time on the planet is a crisis of 
relationship.  ~  Pat McCabe, Woman Stands Shining, Diné

A Crisis of Relationship With: 

Animals Future Generations       The Feminine

The Material World          Plants Our Ancestors

Mountains Earth
Rivers Other people

Our Bodies
Streams The Moon

Wind Our Elders
The Young Death
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Climate Change and Bioethics

Does scientific knowledge match up with our ethical and moral 
insights regarding our relationship with the earth? 

Should we be concerned about the effect climate change will have on the 
next generation and beyond?

What moral and ethical responsibilities do we have to the 
plant, animals and other non-human relations?

Does a concern for health include the health of the planet?
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Why Doesn’t Bioethics Take Climate Change 

and Environmental Health More Seriously?

§ Overwhelm

§ Complexity of the Issue

§ Lack of sense of immediacy 

§ Embedded in all social systems, economy, 
Eurochristian worldview

Other reasons for inaction? 
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Disagreement as to the Role of Bioethics 

in Response to Climate Change

§ Cheryl Cox McPherson (2013): Bioethicists can help the public to better 
understand values and trade-offs in individual and social choices.

§ Sean Valles (2014): Bioethicists can frame the issues in terms of the 
public health impacts of climate change.

§ David Resnick (2016):  Major changes happen when public interest in 
stirred – e.g. the Tuskegee experiments and research ethics. Bioethics 
should be ready to provide guidance when the time comes for change 
but bioethicists will not bring about the change. 
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Bioethics and Climate Change

“We sense that ‘normal’ isn’t coming 
back, that we are being born into a 
new normal: a new kind of society, a 
new relationship to the earth, a new 
experience of being human.” 

~ Charles Eisenstein, 
Sacred Economics
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Anthropocentricism in Ethics

The fact that the human 
being can have the 
representation “I” raises him 
infinitely above all the other 
beings on earth. By this he 
is a person….that is, a 
being altogether different in 
rank and dignity from things, 
such as irrational animals, 
with which one may deal 
and dispose at one’s 
discretion. 

~ Immanuel Kant 1798



z Kant’s Dog and Instrumental Value

[Scientists], who use living animals for their 
experiments, certainly act cruelly, although their 
aim is praiseworthy, and they can justify their 
cruelty, since animals must be regarded as 
man’s instruments; but any such cruelty for sport 
cannot be justified.

If a man shoots his dog because the animal is no 
longer capable of service, he does not fail in his 
duty to the dog, for the dog cannot judge, but his 
act is inhuman and damages in himself that 
humanity which it is his duty to show towards 
mankind

My dog Silas
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Instrumental vs. Intrinsic Value

Huffington Post
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Spiritual Ecology

Bond between a love of nature, 
deep spirituality and our moral 
sense.

(Stanley and Loy, 2016)
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Can We Reclaim The Forgotten Earth 

Based “Moral Sense” of Our Ancestors?

What we contemplate here is more than ecological restoration; it is the 
restoration of relationship between plants and people. Scientists have made a 
dent in understanding how to put ecosystems back together, but our 
experiments focus on soil pH and hydrology—matter, to the exclusion of spirit. 

~ Robin Wall Kimmerer, Potawatomi Nation

Medicine needs to put meaning and spirit back into the scientific method.

~ Stanley and Loy, 2016
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Spiritual Ecology

Restoring the

relational balance

Sembrador de Flores by Armando Adrian-López
http://armandolopez.com
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Is There Reason for Hope?

The present convergence of 
crises––in money, energy, 
education, health, water, soil, 
climate, politics, the 
environment, and more––is a 
birth crisis, expelling us from 
the old world into a new. 

― Charles Eisenstein, Sacred 
Economics
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Over-coming the Silo-ing of 

Contemporary Ethics into Specialities

Vs.

Model of ancient Egyptian SiloSilos in Iowa
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Hope Continued

The Hopeful Hummingbird, Sarah Jane, 2015

Where do 
you see 
hope? 
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Spiritual Ecology Reflection:  Beannacht by John 
O’Donohue:  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZhMCBnwS220



z References
Brennan, A. & Lo, Y. (2016). Environmental Ethics, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 
2016 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.)

Eckelman, M. J., & Sherman, J. (2016). Environmental Impacts of the U.S. Health Care System and 
Effects on Public Health. PLoS ONE, 11(6), e0157014. http://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0157014

Gardiner S. M. (2011). A Perfect Moral Storm: The Ethical Tragedy of Climate Change. New York: 
Oxford University Press.

Macpherson C. (2013). Climate Change is a Bioethics Problem. Bioethics. 2013 Jul; 27(6):305-8. Epub
2013 May 30.

Resnik, D. B. (2016). Bioethics and Climate Change: A Response to Macpherson and 
Valles. Bioethics, 30(8), 649–652. http://doi.org/10.1111/bioe.12261

Richie, C. (2014). A Brief History of Environmental Bioethics. American Medical Association Journal of 
Ethics September 2014, Volume 16, Number 9: 749-752. 

Scruton R. (2012). How to Think Seriously about the Planet. New York: Oxford University Press; 
2012. note 17.

Valles SA. Bioethics and the framing of climate change's health risks. Bioethics. 2015;29(5):334–341.


