
 
 
January 11, 2019 
 
The Honorable Gavin Newsom 
Governor of the State of California 
State Capitol 
Sacramento, CA 95814 
 
Re: Climate, Health, and Equity 
 
We represent California's leading health organizations, spanning public health, health care systems, and 
community health organizations. We are thrilled to have a leader who shares our belief that equity is a core 
foundation for bettering the health of all Californians, and congratulate you on your election. 
 
Climate change threatens to undermine our best efforts to better the health of all Californians. It is truly a health 
emergency, impacting health now and exacerbating already unacceptable health inequities. The good news is 
that many climate actions offer exceptional opportunities to advance health equity and protect Californians from 
catastrophic health impacts of climate change. 
 
The attached California Call for Action on Climate, Health, and Equity identifies priority actions that are 
urgently needed to move toward our vision of healthy people in healthy places on a healthy planet. We are eager 
to serve as a resource to you and would welcome an opportunity to meet with your team to discuss this issue.  
 
Sincerely and on behalf of the above organizations, 

     	
Linda Rudolph, MD, MPH 
linda.rudolph@phi.org  //  510-206-9713 



cc: 
 
California State Senate, c/o Tony Atkins, Senate President pro Tempore 
California State Assembly, c/o Anthony Rendon, Speaker of the Assembly 
Brian Annis 
Jared Blumenfeld 
Wade Crowfoot 
Kate Gordon 
Richard Figueroa 
Christine Hironaka 
Ana Matasantos 
Mary Nichols 
Karen Ross 
Julie Su 
Rachel Wagoner 
Angie Wei 
Michael Wilkening 
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Equity must be central to climate action. Climate change exacerbates health inequities, 
disproportionately harming the most vulnerable among us—children and women, the poor, indigenous 
people, immigrants, marginalized people of all races and ethnicities, outdoor workers, the aged and 
people with disabilities and chronic illness. Communities that have experienced systemic neglect and 
environmental racism have the least responsibility for climate pollution, but are the most affected. These 
communities have less access to the political, economic, and social resources that enable them to cope 
with climate threats and face potentially unmanageable pressures as the impacts of climate change 
mount.ix,x,xi State climate policies and investments must serve to redress these inequities. 

	

	
CALIFORNIA	CALL	TO	
ACTION	
ON	CLIMATE,	HEALTH,	AND	
EQUITY	

As	California’s	leading	health	organizations—representing	public	health,	health	care,	health	systems,	and	
community	health	organizations—we	call	on	all	California	local,	regional,	and	state	policymakers	to	act	
now	to	significantly	reduce	climate	pollution	and	build	climate	resilience.	We	call	on	Governor	Newsom	
to	recognize	climate	change	as	a	health	emergency	and	to	work	with	local,	regional	and	state	
leaders	to	prioritize	action	on	the	recommendations	below	to	protect	the	health	of	Californians	in	
the	era	of	climate	change.	

 
Climate change is a global health emergency. It is impacting the health of California communities 
today, and is the “greatest public health challenge of the 21st century.” i,ii As UN Secretary General 
António Guterres has said, climate change poses “an existential threat to humanity.”iii 

 
Extreme heat, year-round wildfires, droughts, and other climate-related events have already caused 
thousands of deaths, displaced thousands of Californians from their homes over the last decade, and 
are increasing in frequency and severity. Air pollution, whose primary driver—fossil fuel combustion—is 
also the primary driver of climate change, causes thousands of deaths in California annually. Vector-
borne diseases are spreading to new communities. The agricultural, food, and water systems we 
depend on for our survival are under threat.iv,v,vi,vii,viii 

 

 
 



 
Action to reduce climate change can dramatically improve health. Many policies that move us 
towards our climate goals have demonstrable and significant health benefits. Climate action in the 
energy, transportation, land use, housing, agricultural, and other sectors has the potential to avoid 
millions of preventable deaths each year globally.xii Shifting to renewable energy, sustainable food 
production and diets, active transportation, and green cities will lower climate pollution while 
simultaneously reducing the incidence of communicable and non-communicable disease, improving 
mental health, and promising significant health care cost savings. 
 

Without transformational action, climate change will be increasingly severe—leading to more illness, 
injury, and death; mass migration; and worsening health inequities. By mobilizing climate action for 
health and health action for climate, California can remain a leader in establishing and achieving 
ambitious emissions reduction goals and building healthy communities that are resilient in the face of 
climate risks. 

 
This	is	a	crucial	moment.	We	need	to	ratchet-up	commitments	to	climate	action	and	accelerate	action	to	
protect	our	health	and	that	of	future	generations.	With	the	right	policies	and	investments	today,	we	
have	the	opportunity	to	realize	our	vision	of	healthy people in healthy places on a healthy 
planet.	The	priority	actions	outlined	below	are	urgent	and	essential	steps	to	protect	health	and	advance	
the	well-being	of	Californians	in	the	era	of	climate	change.	

 
CLIMATE ACTION FOR HEALTH 
Making health integral to climate policymaking at all levels and across all sectors offers a major 
opportunity to strengthen support for climate action, advance climate solutions, and achieve ambitious 
health targets through win-win strategies that promote climate justice and health equity. We urge 
Governor-elect Newsom and California’s leadership to advance the following priorities. 

PRIORITY ACTIONS 

Meet	and	strengthen	greenhouse	gas	emission	reduction	commitments	and	support	the	
Paris	Agreement.	A	large	and	rapid	reduction	in	carbon	emissions	is	essential	for	our	health	and	
the	health	of	future	generations.	California	must	build	on	its	climate	leadership,	commit	to	
aggressive	emissions	reductions	sufficient	to	achieve	a	target	of	1.5°C	above	pre-industrial	levels,	
and	continue	to	engage	with	sub-national	and	national	leaders	to	encourage	and	support	others	to	
do	the	same.	

Transition	 away	 from	 the	 use	 of	 coal,	 oil	 and	 natural	 gas	 to	 clean,	 safe,	 and	 renewable	
energy.	California	has	already	set	ambitious	goals	 for	renewable	energy	and	energy	efficiency.	
Changing	 our	 energy	 use	 and	 systems	 will	 allow	 California	 to	 meet	 growing	 energy	 needs	
affordably,	while	reducing	climate	and	air	pollution.	Key	policies	include:	

 
• Ensure that climate policies support sustainable energy for all by promoting distributed 

renewable energy and zero emission transportation technologies, with a priority on 
disadvantaged communities. 

 
• Support a rapid reduction of petroleum and natural gas use in transportation through steady 

investment and regulations requiring the transition to zero emission vehicle technologies as 
quickly as possible across the transportation sector, including transit and school buses, airport 
shuttles, delivery trucks and other goods movement vehicles and ride-hailing passenger fleet 
services. 

 
• Achieve California’s goals for building efficiency and a zero carbon future by reducing carbon 

impacts from new and existing buildings. Transition away from wood-burning and natural gas 
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use for home heating and cooking to maximize health benefits and reduce conventional air 
pollutants alongside reductions in carbon and short-lived climate pollutants. 

 
• Assess and address the health impacts of oil and gas extraction and production on urban 

and rural communities, for example through “setbacks” for sensitive populations and 
stronger protections against fossil fuel industry impacts on clean air and water. 

	
• Develop a plan and timeline for reduction of fossil fuel extraction in California. 

	
Emphasize	active	transportation	in	the	transition	to	zero-carbon	transportation	systems.	
Shifting	from	driving	to	active	modes	of	travel—walking,	bicycling,	and	public	transit—can	
substantially	reduce	rates	of	non-communicable	diseases	and	injuries.xiii	Key	policies	include:	

 
• Direct California transportation agencies to make transportation carbon reductions central to 

their mission and ensure all state transportation program expenditures align with the goals of 
reducing climate pollution, vehicle miles traveled and supporting healthier communities and 
travel choices for all Californians. 

 
• Significantly increase the percentage of transportation investments for infrastructure and 

programs to promote safe walking and cycling, and for affordable, accessible and convenient 
public transit infrastructure, maintenance, and operations.  

	
• Invest in affordable housing throughout California to avoid displacement and super-commuting 

based on families’ ability to afford housing near jobs. 
 

• Establish targets for the vehicle miles traveled reductions necessary to achieve strengthened 
regional greenhouse gas emissions targets along with incentives and accountability to meet 
them. 

 
Build local, healthy, and sustainable food and agricultural systems. By changing what 
we eat, and how we grow, harvest and transport our food, we can protect our health and 
significantly reduce our carbon footprint. Practices that reduce food waste, conserve and 
regenerate our soil, conserve and protect our water, and sustain our fisheries are essential to 
safeguard our food supply in the face of climate impacts. Building resilient local food systems 
can support the livelihoods of agricultural communities, expand access to healthy food, and 
reduce carbon emissions. Key policies include: 

 
• Establish an inter-agency task force to develop a state plan and goals to prioritize and enable 

sustainable agro-ecological and regenerative practices that reduce reliance on industrial 
animal-based agriculture and environmentally damaging agricultural and fisheries practices, 
including strategies to protect clean water. 

 
• Encourage California’s children to enjoy healthy plant-based diets and reduce consumption of 

factory- farmed meat by implementing a strategy to provide meat-free options in all 
subsidized school meals. 

 
Ensure	that	all	Californians	have	access	to	safe	and	affordable	drinking	water	and	a	
sustainable	water	supply.	There	is	nothing	more	fundamental	to	human	existence	than	water.xiv	

Key	policies	include:	
 

• Provide adequate funding to assure safe and affordable drinking water to all Californians. 
 

• Enhance regulations to prevent water contamination, invest in programs for water 
conservation, efficiency, and infrastructure maintenance, and ensure full and rapid 
implementation of the Sustainable Groundwater Management Act. 
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Invest	in	policies	that	support	a	just	transition	for	workers	and	communities	adversely	
impacted	by	the	transition	to	a	low-carbon	economy.	A	sustainable	and	equitable	low-carbon	
economy	requires	shared	prosperity	including	fair	employment	and	economic	opportunities	for	
workers	and	communities	that	rely	on	and	are	impacted	by	fossil	fuel	industries.xv,xvi,xvii	Key	policies	
include:	

• Assess and alleviate impacts on workers and communities potentially effected by job or 
economic losses related to climate policy, through inclusive engagement with 
stakeholders. 

 
• Advance a just transition through greater investments in workforce training and 

development, local hiring programs, and community-directed infrastructure with a focus on 
jobs-housing-transit balance. 

 
HEALTH ACTION FOR CLIMATE 
Proactive support is required to expand health sector efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions in 
health facilities; build resilience through the integration of climate considerations in health systems, 
policies, programs, and investments; and effectively communicate the health threats of climate change 
together with the health benefits of climate action. 

PRIORITY ACTIONS 

Engage	the	health	sector	voice	in	the	call	for	climate	action.	Proactive	health	sector	leadership	
in	climate	communications	can	significantly	increase	public	support	for	transformative	climate	
action.	Key	policies	include:	

 
• Implement a coordinated statewide cross-agency social marketing campaign, using lessons 

from public health campaigns such as tobacco control, to emphasize the health impacts of 
climate change and the health benefits of climate action. 

 
Incorporate climate solutions into all health care and public health systems. California’s 
public health agencies must address climate change as a health emergency. California’s 
hospitals and health care systems should implement climate-smart health care, build facility 
resilience, and leverage their economic power to decarbonize the supply chain and promote 
equitable local economic development. Key policies include: 

 
• Proactively support integration of climate change into all relevant state and local public 

health programs and appoint individuals to key health positions that are committed to 
address the nexus of climate, health, and equity. 

 
• Establish a public-private task force to assess the current state of California’s health 

care  system resilience and implement recommendations to improve it. 
 

• Support policies to advance implementation of climate-smart energy, water, 
transportation, food, anesthetic gas and waste management practices in California’s 
health care facilities, including compatible health facility building codes. 

 
• Develop incentives for use of low-carbon care pathways and models of care, including 

community- based interventions that reduce the need for more environmentally impactful 
acute and clinical care. 

 
• Support re-design of all health professional curricula to better prepare the health workforce to 

lead in climate change mitigation and adaptation. 
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Build resilient communities in the face of climate change. Climate change is a global 
phenomenon, but it is people and communities at the local level that experience its 
consequences. Climate and health action will be most effective when those most impacted have 
the voice, power, and capacity to be full partners in building a healthy, equitable, and climate 
resilient future. Key policies include: 

 
• Deeply engage communities most impacted by climate change and poor health outcomes in 

planning, policy development, and budgeting, giving them meaningful roles and power in 
decision-making processes. 

 
• Support adequate planning and funding to protect communities from the adverse health 

impacts of climate change, beginning with robust urban heat island mitigation through tree 
canopy and green space and measures to increase availability of climate-adapted 
housing. 

 
• Integrate and provide guidance on assessment of the health benefits (or risks) of proposed 

state and local climate solutions and investments. 

 
FINANCING CLIMATE ACTION FOR HEALTH AND HEALTH 
ACTION FOR CLIMATE 
Achieving goals for climate, health, and equity will require that climate investments consider health 
impacts and benefits, and that investments in health take climate considerations into account. 

PRIORITY ACTION 

Invest in climate and health. Allocate resources to enable the health sector to effectively 
protect the health of Californians in the face of climate change, starting with support for local 
health departments to address climate change. 

 
Together, these ten policy recommendations provide a roadmap for California to develop coordinated 
strategies for simultaneously tackling climate change, health, and equity. Our organizations represent 
physicians, nurses, hospitals and health care systems, public and environmental health agencies and 
organizations. We have dedicated our lives to improving the health of our communities. We believe that 
all people, including future generations, have the right to the environmental, economic and social 
resources needed to live healthy and productive lives. 

 
Climate	change	is	a	health	emergency.	We	call	on	Governor	Newsom	and	all	California	leaders	to	
act	now	to	stop	climate	pollution,	promote	resilient	communities,	and	support	healthy	people	on	a	
healthy	planet.	
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ENDORSING ORGANIZATIONS 
 
Academy of Integrative Health & Medicine 
Alliance of Nurses for a Healthy Environment 
American Academy of Dermatology 
American Lung Association 
Bay Area Regional Health Inequities Initiative 
Berkeley Media Studies Group 
CA4Health 
California Academy of Family Physicians 
California Black Health Network 
California Conference of Local Health Officers 
California Conference of the Directors of Environmental Health 
California Pan-Ethnic Health Network 
Center for Climate Change and Health 
Central California Asthma Collaborative 
ChangeLab Solutions 
Citizen’s Climate Lobby – Marin Chapter 
Climate Action Campaign 
Climate Psychiatry Alliance 
Dignity Health 
Family Allergy & Asthma Clinic 
Health Care Without Harm 
Health Officers Association of California 
Human Impact Partners 
Labor and Occupational Health Program, UC Berkeley 
Medical Society Consortium on Climate and Health 
Northern California Center for Occupational and Environmental Health 
Prevention Institute 
Physicians for Social Responsibility – Bay Area 
Physicians for Social Responsibility - Los Angeles 
Public Health Institute 
Regional Asthma Management & Prevention 
Roots of Change 
Service Employees International Union 
San Francisco Department of Public Health 
St. John’s 
West Marin Standing Together – Health Care Committee  
 
 
 
 
 
i   http://www.who.int/globalchange/global-campaign/cop21/en/ 
ii https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(15)60854-6/fulltext 
iii https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/05/1009782 
iv http://www.unhcr.org/en-us/protection/environment/5975e6cf7/climate-change-disaster-displacement-overview-unhcrs-role.html 
v http://www.who.int/news-room/detail/02-05-2018-9-out-of-10-people-worldwide-breathe-polluted-air-but-more-countries-are-taking-action 
vi https://health2016.globalchange.gov/vectorborne-diseases 
vii http://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessment-report/ar5/wg2/WGIIAR5-Chap7_FINAL.pdf 
viii http://www.thoracic.org/about/newsroom/press-releases/journal/health-of-the-air-2017-report.pdf  
ix http://www.who.int/globalchange/GenderClimateChangeHealthfinal.pdf 
x https://unfccc.int/news/climate-change-mainly-impacting-vulnerable-children 
xi http://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/gender/Gender%20and%20Environment/PB1-AP-Overview-Gender-and-climate-change.pdf 
xii https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(15)60931-X/fulltext 
xiii https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214140516302419 
xiv https://www.un.org/press/en/2015/sgsm16831.doc.htm 
xv http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/---emp_ent/documents/publication/wcms_432859.pdf 
xvi http://www.wri.org/climate/expert-perspective/developing-and-implementing-just-transition-policies 
xvii https://www.oecd.org/environment/cc/g20-climate/collapsecontents/Just-Transition-Centre-report-just-transition.pdf 
 


