
                                         
 
 

"Health in a context of climate change" 

Virtual interview with Xavier Rodó, head of the Climate and Health Programme 

of the ISGlobal 

Video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rz-eGXVA6I4&t=382s 

In the framework of the European project H2020 TeRRIFICA (Territorial RRI Fostering 

Innovative Climate Action), the Catalan Association of Public Universities (ACUP) organized on 

June 2, 2020, a virtual interview with Xavier Rodó, head of the Climate and Health Programme 

of the Barcelona Institute for Global Health (ISGlobal), about the topic “Health in a context of 

climate change”. The interview, conducted by Quim Brugué, Professor of Political Science at the 

University of Girona (UdG), was attended by more than thirty participants. 

The main conclusions are summarised below: 

Climate change, a problem with many faces, one of which is health 

 In line with the law of the required variety (Ashby law), climate change is a complex 

research object that cannot be approached from a single perspective, but requires a 

multidisciplinary and political approach, which, among others, includes the health 

dimension. Unfortunately, this approach does not necessarily lead to a solution in the 

field of management and public policy. This is why a problem enters the public sphere 

with such power that, in the subsequent process of rationalization, a simplification is 

produced. This fact can be a source of concern because of the type of responses that can 

be given (for example, from the populist currents that send out messages with a strong 

appeal). 
 

Covid-19 shows the close relationship between global health and human health 

 Global change cannot be separated from climate change in the same way that the human 

health is linked to the health of the planet. Each time the idea that the degradation of the 

environment and the alteration of the planetary biodiversity by humans, is extremely 

voracious, is indestructible from climate change and has important effects on human 

health because of the propagation of diseases. Thus, the Covid-19 pandemic has been 

shown to be caused by the fact that the zoonotic and anthrophonic cycles have been swept 

away, causing the SARS-CoV-2 to jump successfully from the animal to the person. And 

it is that the environmental balance between the anomalous “in between hosts”, makes 

that when a person interacts in an intense way with the forest cycle, a more or less great 

pathogenic or viral load can emerge. 

 

 The crisis of the Covid-19, as well as the environmental pollution and the climate change, 

has shown that the planet is finite, limited, and that, depending on how we manage it, we 

will get one impact or another. In the past we have witnessed other situations, located on 

different continents but with very similar consequences, which link climate and health 

(for example, Lyme disease caused by a bacterial infection or the food crisis of the tribal 

populations of Alaska caused by the mortality of salmon due to increased river 

temperatures). 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rz-eGXVA6I4&t=382s
https://www.isglobal.org/ca/our-team/-/profiles/15001
https://www.isglobal.org/ca/-/clima-y-salud
https://www.isglobal.org/ca/-/clima-y-salud


                                         
 
 

 At the height of the Covid-19 pandemic, we shared the feeling that we should learn from 

the mistakes of the past and vary some of the dynamics that are harmful of the 

environment. Unfortunately, the memory of people is short and the time that the health 

crisis has lasted has not been long enough to alter the mental state of people and promote 

a change of paradigm as needed. We will quickly enter a “new normality” similar to the 

previous normality which, in fact, is what will lead us to the pandemic. A similar thing 

has happened with the climate change that, after having been forced onto the political 

agenda thanks to the Fridays for Future movement led by Greta Thunberg, has largely 

ceased to be on the media scene and has moved on to other issues. 

 

 If the capacity of the citizenry to change things can generate a certain optimism, this is 

not so for the macro-institutions and the states (according to the opinion of the 

interviewee). In fact, in the management of the pandemic itself, at some moments it has 

been seen that the economy has been prioritized over health. However, there have also 

been some hopeful elements such as, for example, that governments led by women have 

been better. 

The heterogeneity of the effects of climate change according to socio-economic parameters 

 The effects of climate change on human health are not homogeneous across different 

territories (or, finally, in different parts of a city) or different types of population (large 

people, physically or mentally disabled people, people at risk of social exclusion, etc.). 

There are many research groups that incorporate these social, economic, demographic or 

historical variables into their research.  

 

 In the case of the metropolitan area of Barcelona, attention has been paid to the triad 

between climate, pollution and health, which, if we know more and more, is still not 

enough, among other things because European regulations do not provide for the 

measurement of components and composts that science has already discovered have a 

harmful impact on health.  

 

 In Barcelona, citizens are already very aware of the importance of reducing circulation 

to improve different aspects of physical, emotional and social health. 
 

The balance between science and citizen participation and government action 

 Knowledge helps people to become aware and protect themselves and, at the same time, 

to hold institutions accountable. Citizen science initiatives and social movements must 

make institutions react and generate new legislation based on improving and updating 

observation systems (for example, air quality and nanoparticle measurement observation 

systems). The updating processes of the observation systems can be reactive or proactive. 

However, the proactive ones are hardcore cars, and in the long run they imply a shortage 

of resources and a benefit in terms of health. 

 

 It is fundamental that the citizenry is involved both in the research and generation of 

knowledge (citizen science) and in the design of public policies (institutional 

participation) because an intervention is effective. At ISGlobal there have been certain 



                                         
 
 

very positive experiences of co-creation and citizen science in collaboration with schools 

and institutions in relation to the issue of air quality in educational centres. 

 

 However, responsibility cannot be placed excessively on awareness and citizen action as, 

in the long run, it succeeds in the metropolitan area. It is necessary that these policies not 

only act in a cosmetic way but also regulate and implement changes of great importance 

to face the problem of climate change and reverse the current situation. On the other hand, 

the implementation of measures that bring benefits to the environment must also facilitate 

people’s lives (such as the transformation of the public transport system, which, in 

addition to being greener, must be of higher quality and density). 
 

The intrinsic challenge of the interrelationship of scales in the climate change 

 In order to limit the increase in temperature to 1,5ºC, in accordance with the objectives 

of the Paris Agreement, we have already acted in 2020, but this neither at the level of 

state institutions, nor at the European level, nor at the international level, which is very 

important. Working in climate and health implies understanding the challenge of the 

interrelationship of scales (micro-macro) and that, therefore, where it goes to the local 

level it is interwoven with where it goes to the global level. However, it is difficult to act 

in both directions at the same time.  

 

 Through local mobilization we must be able to disturb and change the actions of global 

actors who can see in peril their economic security. In the field of climate change and its 

effects on health, but also on water resources, food, migration, conflicts, etc. The clamour 

is considerable. However, because they do not solve the global problem, local actions  

can help to mitigate certain effects of climate change locally. 

 

The confrontation between economic interests and environmental benefits 

 The concern for climate change is secondary to the political agenda. This is why it has 

begun to change from geopolitics, which values the cost of ecosystem services, to climate 

change.  

 

 The ecological theory of the planet provides a great deal of information on the origin of 

the current problems, some of which are linked to the capitalist economic model: the 

exploitation of natural resources, the management of energy packages, and the impact of 

these on systems. It is good example of the relationship between the increase in the 

temperature of the planet and the entry of precipitable water into the atmosphere in a 

disorganized way (natural disasters, torrential plugs, floods, etc.). This energy cycle, 

accelerated by humans, has resulted in the destruction of the stratospheric ozone – which 

the Montreal Protocol (1987) was intended to protect by reducing chlorofluorocarbons – 

producing, in turn, a series of effects on vegetation and its viability, health (e.g. skin 

cancers caused by increased ultra-violet radiation) and economy. Citizens must be able 

to demand responsibility for the impacts and economic costs of these actions, which are 

not traceable to an individual, a company or a specific factory, but which have an impact 

on the planet as a whole. 


