Ed .Z_ f / This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution
/ Orla BY 4.0 International License.

Scand J Work Environ Health. 2024,50(4):229-232. doi: 10.527 1/sjweh.4162

Climate emergency and decent work

The climate crisis and loss of biodiversity, two closely related threats to human and planetary health, meet the
criteria for the World Health Organization (WHO) to declare an international public health emergency, as occurred
with COVID-19 (1), and urged by numerous scientific journals (2).

Attaining decent work, understood as “opportunities for women and men to work in conditions of freedom,
equity, security and human dignity” (3), in the context of the climate emergency, creates a paradox for worker
health. Qutdoor workers (notably those in agriculture and construction), many of them informal workers, are
among the populations most vulnerable to climate-related hazards. Simultaneously, they are inevitably at risk of
exposure due to their role in maintaining the economy and functioning of society. A similar situation happened
during the pandemic with essential workers (4). The WHO declaration of a public health emergency helped man-
age that global crisis.

A consequence of the industrial revolution

The current climate crisis is a direct consequence of the Industrial Revolution where key processes emerged to
explain the current situation: the appearance of wage labor and the working class, with consumerism as a basic
economic driver, and the exploitation of natural resources - especially fossil fuels - in their own territories and
in the colonies.

The extension of this capitalist model of society to virtually the entire planet is a reality. Now, we see how this
economic system has brought both great harm and significant benefits.

Since its beginning, capitalism has wrought great suffering for people, masterfully described, among others,
by Fredrich Engels in the Manchester of 1845 (5) or the London of 1838 in Charles Dickens' Oliver Twist (6). Al-
thoughworking conditions have since improved in many countries, there are still unbearable examples worldwide
of worker exploitation and suffering. Among them, child labor, where 70% are working in agriculture (7) or some
underregulated platform work (8), in a context of ever-increasing social inequalities (9).

Onthe other hand, due toimproved working and life conditions, there has also been an extraordinary increase
inthe world population, from one billion at the beginning of the 19t century to approximately eight billion today,
leading to a linear increase in life expectancy at birth, which doubled globally between the beginning of the 20®
century and the present. In 2015, the Lancet Commission on Planetary Health (10) pointed out that never before
has humanity faced such an unintended paradox. While human well-being has been improving, the planet has
been degrading. A contradiction that can no longer be sustained.

We have lived as if our planet's resources are unlimited. Based on comparisons to average temperature read-
ings of the planet between 1850 and 1900, the United Nations International Panel on Climate Change estimated
in its latest report that temperatures increased by 1.1° C between 2011 and 2020. This increase is very close to
the 1.5° C established by the 2015 Paris Agreement as the limit beyond which climate impacts may become ir-
reversible. Beyond any reasonable doubt, this is mostly attributable to the greenhouse effect produced by CO,
emissions, a consequence mainly of human activity and our way of living initiated by the Industrial Revolution.

This global increase intemperature, with heat waves, floods and other extreme temperature events as its most
obvious manifestations, is already having effects on worker health (12, 13). Climate change is also having effects
on the economy and the labor market, both in the primary (agriculture and fishing) and services (tourism) sectors,
with reductions in productivity and employment. Estimates from the European Commission reveal an average
loss of 3% of GDP among EU countries between 1980 and 2020 (14).
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Simultaneously, we should not forget that the capitalist society that emerged from the Industrial Revolution is
based, among other pillars, on full or near full employment. As such, wages represent the main economic resource
for the majority of people, in addition to being the primary source of wealth generation for society, on whose
income and taxes the welfare state was built. Of course, employment means much more than wage earning, as it
plays a fundamental role in the social processes that sustain human dignity and social cohesion (15). However,
only approximately 50% of the employed population, mainly in high-income countries, enjoy decent employment
with a living wage and social rights (16).

The resulting Gordian knot before us is enormous, with humanity facing the climate emergency and trying to
move from fossil fuels to renewable energy sources, while simultaneously seeking to maintain and increase decent
employment for all Earth's inhabitants, boosting the welfare states at the same time (17).

Controlling climate-related hazards and just green transition

The alternatives proposed to escape this crossroads vary between those that propose a new paradigm, which
radically changes the current economic model, betting on measures that break drastically from the capitalist
economy (18), versus a gradual process, supported by mitigation, adaptation, and compensation policies (19).

Favoring this second alternative, but without ruling out the need to profoundly change human consumption
patterns with important repercussions on the productive system (energy, transportation, food, etc.), gradualist
policies will also directly or indirectly impact employment and working conditions during the transition from
carbon emission energy to green energy.

To cope with this urgent situation, specific control measures have been proposed over the last few decades.
Schulte and colleagues have systematically reviewed the literature (20, 21, 22), identifying new and exacerbated
old climate-related hazards such as extreme temperatures, air pollution, ultraviolet radiation, natural disasters,
biological hazards, indoor air quality, etc., and they also assessed the impact of employment transition and
economic burden on occupational health equity and mental health. On this basis, the US National Institute for
Occupational Safety and Health has elaborated recommendations to mitigate and control the impact of several
climate-related hazards on worker health and well-being (23). Similarly, the EU Agency for Safety and Health at
Work has published guidelines for heat at work (24). Going further, some governments, such as Spain, have begun
regulating and enforcing specific measures (25).

Implementation of these workplace preventive measures to mitigate the impact of climate change is the
responsibility of employers, with full participation of workers. Devoting resources to hazard recognition; per-
forming risk assessments to identify which workers are most vulnerable to climate change-related hazards; and
implementing a control strategy with policies, procedures, equipment, and work organization changes aiming to
eliminate or minimize the impact of these hazards can improve employer preparedness (26).

Adaptation policies to reduce emissions of CO, and other gases that are driving the greenhouse effect, still
with limited results, could mean a loss of six million jobs worldwide, according to estimates of the International
Labor Organization (ILO) (27). This same estimation predicts a promising creation of 24 million jobs, mainly in
economies emphasizing recycling and reutilization of manufactured products (the so-called “circular economy”),
infrastructure construction, development of renewables and energy efficiency. Also, during this transition, new
forms of work will emerge (e.g., human-robot interfaces and artificial intelligence), and with them the need to
train workers, both new and existing, to adapt to those new forms of work.

While waiting for positive results from mitigation and adaptation policies, a just transition to a green economy
must simultaneously incorporate compensation policies. To achieve this, it is essential to strengthen social
protection systems, a cornerstone of decent employment. For example, there were measures adopted during the
pandemic, such astemporary employment regulation for employees or benefits covering the cessation of activity
of the self-employed. Similar compensation measures may help workers affected by mitigation and adaptation
policies during a transition phase, possibly to a lesser degree than in the pandemic, but lasting longer.
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In summary, as was the case in the most recent public health emergency, the COVID-19 pandemic, declar-
ing the climate emergency as an international public health emergency by the WHO could play a critical role in
managing this new global health crisis. Research programs, supported by global occupational health surveillance
systems, to monitor the effectiveness of mitigation, adaptation and compensation measures are urgent.

Conflict of interest statement
The authors report no conflicts of interest.

References

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.
19.

20.

21.

WHO. International Health Regulations, 3rd edition. Geneva: WHO; 2016. Available on: https://www.who.int/publications/i/
item/9789241580496. Accessed 4 February 2024.

Zielinski C. Time to treat the climate and nature crisis as one indivisible global health emergency. BMJ Open. 2023;13(10):¢080907.
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2023-080907

International Labour Organization. Report of the Director-General: decent work. Paper presented at the 87th Annual International Labour
Conference, Geneva, 1999. Available at: https://www.ilo.org/public/english/standards/relm/ilc/ilc87/rep-i.htm [Accessed March 9
2024].

Burdorf A, Porru F, Rugulies R. The COVID-19 (Coronavirus) pandemic: consequences for occupational health. Scand J Work Environ
Health. 2020; 46(3):229-230. https://doi.org/10.5271/sjweh.3893

Engels, F. The condition of the working class in England (D. McLellan, Ed.). Oxford: Oxford University Press; 2009. https://doi.
0rg/10.1093/0wc/9780199554652.003.0151

Dickens C. Oliver Twist. London: Lacy; 1938. https://doi.org/10.1093/oseo/instance.00121337

Piketty, T. Capital in the twenty-first century (A. Goldhammer, Trans.). London: Belknap Press; 2017. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.
ctvjnrvx9

International Labour Organization, Issue paper on child labour and climate change, Geneva: ILO; 2023. Available on: https://www.ilo.
org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_905673/lang--en/index.htm.

Eurofound. Back to the future: Policy pointers from platform work scenarios, New forms of employment series. Luxembourg:
Publications Office of the European Union; 2020.

Whitmee S, Haines A, Beyrer C et al. Safeguarding human health in the Anthropocene epoch: report of The Rockefeller Foundation-Lancet
Commission on planetary health. Lancet. 2015;386(10007):1973-2028. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(15)60901-1
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). Synthesis report (SYR) of the IPCC sixth assessment report (AR6). Available on:
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/sixth-assessment-report-cycle. Accessed 4 February 2024.

Martinez-Solanas E, Lopez-Ruiz M, Wellenius GA, Gasparrini A et. Evaluation of the impact of ambient temperatures on occupational
injuries in Spain. Environ Health Perspect. 2018;126(6):067002. https://doi.org/10.1289/EHP2590

Johnson RJ, Wesseling C, Newman LS. Chronic kidney disease of unknown cause in agricultural communities. N Engl J Med.
2019;380(19):1843-1852. https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMral813869

European Environment Agency. Economic losses and fatalities from weather and climate-related events in Europe. Available on: https://
www.eea.europa.eu/publications/economic-losses-and-fatalities-from#:~:text=Between%201980%20%20and%202020%2C%20
total,0f%20these%20losses%20were%20insured. Accessed 4 February 2024.

Budd JW. The thought of work. J Ind Rel. 2012;54(4):542-545. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022185612456331

Frank J, Mustard C, Smith P, Siddiqi A, Cheng Y, Burdorf A et al. Work as a social determinant of health in high-income countries: past,
present, and future. Lancet. 2023 Oct 14;402(10410):1357-1367. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(23)00871-1

Benavides FG, Serra C, Delclos GL. What can public health do for the welfare state? Occupational health could be an answer. J
Epidemiol Community Health. 2019;73(12):1141-1144. https://doi.org/10.1136/jech-2018-211561

Saito K. El capital en la era del Antropoceno. Barcelona: Penguin Random House Grupo Editorial, 2022.

Eurofound. Impact of climate change and climate policies on living conditions, working conditions, employment and social dialogue:
A conceptual framework. Luxembourg: Eurofound research paper, Publications Office of the European Union; 2023.

Schulte PA, Chun H. Climate change and occupational safety andhealth: establishing a preliminary framework. J Occup Environ Hyg.
2009; 6:9, 542-554. https://doi.org/10.1080/15459620903066008

Schulte PA, Bhattacharya A, Butler CR et al. Advancing the framework for considering the effects of climate change on worker safety
and health. J Occup Environ Hyg. 2016;13(11):847-65. https://doi.org/10.1080/15459624.2016.1179388

Scand J Work Environ Health 2024, vol 50, no 4 231


https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789241580496
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789241580496
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2023-080907
https://www.ilo.org/public/english/standards/relm/ilc/ilc87/rep-i.htm
https://doi.org/10.5271/sjweh.3893
https://doi.org/10.1093/owc/9780199554652.003.0151
https://doi.org/10.1093/owc/9780199554652.003.0151
https://doi.org/10.1093/oseo/instance.00121337
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvjnrvx9
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvjnrvx9
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_905673/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_905673/lang--en/index.htm
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(15)60901-1
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/sixth-assessment-report-cycle
https://doi.org/10.1289/EHP2590
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMra1813869
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/economic-losses-and-fatalities-from#:~:text=Between%201980%20%20and%202020%2C%20total,of%20these%20losses%20were%20insured
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/economic-losses-and-fatalities-from#:~:text=Between%201980%20%20and%202020%2C%20total,of%20these%20losses%20were%20insured
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/economic-losses-and-fatalities-from#:~:text=Between%201980%20%20and%202020%2C%20total,of%20these%20losses%20were%20insured
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022185612456331
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(23)00871-1
https://doi.org/10.1136/jech-2018-211561
https://doi.org/10.1080/15459620903066008
https://doi.org/10.1080/15459624.2016.1179388

Editorial

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

Schulte PA, Jacklitsch LB, Bhattacharya A et al. Updated assessment of occupational safety and health hazards of climate change. J
Occup Environ Hyg. 2023;20(5-6):183-206, https://doi.org/10.1080/15459624.2023.2205468

US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH). Occupational safety
and health and climate. Available on: https://www.cdc.gov/niosh/topics/climate/default.html. Accessed 6 February 2024.

European Agency for Safety and Health at Work. Heat at work - Guidance for workplaces. Available on: https://osha.europa.eu/en/
publications/heat-work-guidance-workplaces. Accessed 7 February 2024.

Real Decreto-ley 4/2023, de 11 de mayo, por el que se adoptan medidas urgentes en materia de [...] prevencion de riesgos laborales en
episodios de elevadas temperaturas. Available on: https://www.boe.es/eli/es/rdl/2023/05/11/4. Accessed at 7 February 2024.

Levy, Barry S, Cora Roelofs. Impacts of climate change on workers” health and safety. Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Global Public
Health. 2019. https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190632366.013.39

International Labor Organization (ILO). World employment and social outlook 2018: Greening with jobs. Geneva: ILO; 2018. Available
on: https://www.ilo.org/weso-greening/documents/WESO_Greening EN_web2.pdf. Accessed at 7 February 2024.

Fernando G. Benavides, MD, PhD ™3 George L. Delclos, MD, PhD 3.4
[Email: fernando.benavides@upf.edu] [Email: George.Delclos@uth.tmc.edu]

"Occupational Health Research Center (CiSAL), MELIS-Universitat Pompeu Fabra, Barcelona, Spain.

2IMIM-Hospital del Mar, Barcelona, Spain.

3CIBER de Epidemiologia y Salud Publica, Instituto de Salud Carlos Ill, Madrid, Spain.

4Southwest Center for Occupational and Environmental Health, The University of Texas Health Science Center School of
Public Health, Houston, USA.

232 Scand J Work Environ Health 2024, vol 50, no 4


https://doi.org/10.1080/15459624.2023.2205468
https://www.cdc.gov/niosh/topics/climate/default.html
https://osha.europa.eu/en/publications/heat-work-guidance-workplaces
https://osha.europa.eu/en/publications/heat-work-guidance-workplaces
https://www.boe.es/eli/es/rdl/2023/05/11/4
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190632366.013.39
https://www.ilo.org/weso-greening/documents/WESO_Greening_EN_web2.pdf
mailto:fernando.benavides@upf.edu
mailto:George.Declos@uth.tmc.edu

