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Offl  ine: Why the unity of life matters for our planetary health
Last week, the Rockefeller Foundation announced an 
investment of US$15 million towards, in their words, 
“establishing the pillars of a new discipline”. What is that 
discipline? It is planetary health, a fi eld “that goes beyond 
the boundaries of our existing global health framework to 
take into consideration the natural systems upon which 
human health depends”. As President of the Foundation, 
Judith Rodin’s personal commitment to this new 
discipline has been deep and serious. The idea of planetary 
health was fi rst proposed at the Foundation’s Centennial 
conference, held in Beijing in 2013. The Foundation 
immediately suggested a collaboration between itself and 
The Lancet to develop the idea of planetary health further. 
Andy Haines, formerly Director of the London School 
of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine, agreed to chair a joint 
Commission. His fi nal report was launched in New York 
last week. The fi ndings of the Commission persuaded 
Judith Rodin to create a new Planetary Health Alliance. 
In her opening remarks at the launch, she emphasised 
that our planet and the people who inhabit it are not 
separate entities. The importance of understanding the 
connection between the two is the essence of planetary 
health. As defi ned by the Commission, planetary health 
is the achievement of the highest attainable standard 
of health, wellbeing, and equity worldwide through a 
new focus on human systems (political, economic, and 
social) that shape the future of humanity and the planet’s 
natural systems that defi ne the safe environmental 
limits within which our human species can thrive and 
fl ourish. Put more simply, “planetary health is the health 
of human civilisation and the state of the natural systems 
on which it depends”. Judith Rodin argued that “this shift 
is fundamental” for our century. Andy Haines suggested 
that planetary health off ered an organising vision and 
framework for sustainable development.

*

One of the most important elements in that vision is the 
idea of biodiversity. It’s not immediately obvious that the 
diversity of life has important benefi ts to human health. I 
don’t recall any lectures or seminars on biodiversity when 
I was at medical school (a long time ago). I have no reason 
to think that biodiversity has suddenly made dramatic 
inroads into the modern medical curriculum. Still, there 
have been writers who have understood the value of 

biodiversity for human wellbeing. One was Arne Naess 
(1912–2009), a Norwegian philosopher. Naess insisted on 
situating human beings as an intrinsic part of nature. This 
notion of the unity of life was central to his philosophy 
of sustainable development (which he defi ned as human 
development that “meets the vital needs of the present-
day human population without compromising the ability 
of future generations to meet their own vital goals”). 
Importantly, Naess widened the idea of sustainable 
development well beyond our species. Ecological 
sustainability could be claimed “if, and only if, the richness 
and diversity of life-forms are sustained”. What was the 
link to human health? In 1992 Naess wrote: “full global 
and regional biodiversity is necessary for full ecological 
sustainability. Full ecological sustainability is necessary 
for sustainable development. Biodiversity is required 
to satisfy the vital needs of humanity.” Earlier this year, 
WHO and the Secretariat of the Convention on Biological 
Diversity published their summary of knowledge about 
biodiversity and health. Almost 25 years after Naess’s 
prescient words, a verdict based on science could be 
given—”Biodiversity underpins ecosystem functioning 
and the provision of goods and services that are essential 
to human health and wellbeing.”

*

At the launch of our Commission on Planetary Health, 
Steve Osofsky (Executive Director for Wildlife Health 
and Health Policy at the Wildlife Conservation Society) 
used a disturbing metaphor to describe the predicament 
of humanity. Imagine an airplane. The human species 
is aboard and the plane is rising high into the sky. 
Here is the seemingly inexorable progress of human 
development, including the advancement of health. But 
as we rise, the rivets of the plane begin to pop, and they 
continue to pop as we go higher. The problem we face is 
that we don’t know how many rivets need to pop before 
the plane crashes. The question we might ask ourselves 
is this: do we want to be passengers or crew on this 
fl ight? It’s for us to decide. The idea of planetary health 
gives us reasons to be hopeful that we have the time and 
opportunity to land this airplane safely.
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