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Engaging our Patients in
Real Change for our Planet

Dr. Sonya Nobbe, ND

“You carry Mother Earth within you. She is not outside of you. Mother Earth is not just your
environment. In that insight of inter-being, it is possible to have real communication with the
Earth, which is the highest form of prayer.” ~ Thich Nhat Hanh

y Uncle insists that climate change is a natural process

existing irrespective of our individual or collective actions.

“The world is warming up anyway so why should I reduce

my waste or carpool to work?” Some of my patients share
this viewpoint and offering them scientific evidence to the contrary
is unlikely to encourage behaviour change. But even our patients
and colleagues who most strongly believe in anthropogenic climate
change, find our environmental crisis so devastating that they’re
immobilized; the responsibility feels overwhelming and the impact
of actions taken feels insignificant. As healthcare professionals, many
of us are acutely aware of the health threats posed by climate change,
from Northward advancement of tick vectors and newly established
colonies of exotic mosquito species, to cardiac conditions aggravated
by air pollution, and mental health concerns characterized by
“eco-anxiety” and PTSD."> We recognize that somehow, we must
convince our patients to move beyond the inertia towards effective
change. This is where I feel so fortunate to be part of a profession
perfectly placed to do this, for at least 3 reasons.

As naturopathic doctors, we spend a lot of time encouraging our
patients to adapt their behaviour toward healthier outcomes. We
understand that healthier choices, such as choosing organic produce
and riding our bike to work, are frequently also environmentally
responsible choices, but few patients take time to consider why this
is. They don’t yet understand that humans are more than stewards of
our environment — we’re manifestations and extensions of it. I offer
my patients at least three examples of this:

First, I often speak about our human microbiome as an ecosystem
analogous to the microbiome in soil. Resiliency of ecosystems such
as these are defined by species diversity, so that a healthy human or
garden benefits from early exposure to microbe-rich environments.
Climate change threatens microbial diversity globally and some
concern exists for extinction of essential human gut microbes, with
unknown consequences.® Second, I might remind patients about
how our circadian rhythms (centrally and in our organs), move
along with Earth’s rhythms. Environmental exposures that interrupt
these rhythms, such as urban light pollution, electromagnetic fields

and possibly even climate change directly, are correlated to a variety of
health concerns, including through their impact on sleep quality.”®
Deep restorative sleep in which we heal from toxic environmental

exposures, requires that we’re in sync with these rhythms. >

Some patients respond more to a conversation about epigenetics
and an exploration of how our DNA is manipulated by cumulative
lifetime environmental exposures.!'"'? Others are more interested
in Traditional Chinese Medicine or Ayurvedic systems of healing,
and their perception of humans as microcosms of the environment
date back thousands of years. Climate change itself reflects the
dance between the Earth’s fire, water, and carbon cycles, in which
deforestation (carbon) changes the water cycle, leading to more
intense droughts and wildfire risk in distant regions.''

By teaching patients that every facet of their biology is influenced
by environmental exposure, we've taken climate change from an
intangible, global phenomenon to one that’s incredibly personal.
This is a significant motivator of lasting change. Given that
NDs already tend to view the body as ecosystems with infinite
interconnected parts, I can’t think of another health profession more
prepared for this role of Teacher in the effort toward environmental
sustainability. I've posted my patient handout on our website and
encourage you to share it or reproduce it in your own style, to help
motivate your patients towards deeper positive lifestyle change in
partnership with our environment.

This takes us to the next reason why our profession is primed to
make lasting change in the face of climate change. Experiencing
climate change as a personal phenomenon naturally encourages a
sense of environmental responsibility but, like any responsibility, the
obligatory lifestyle changes can quickly transition from inspiration to
burden and chore. This is our opportunity to reframe the discussion
about climate change from one of conflict (i.e. fighting the enemy),
to one of connection. Rather than giving up lifestyle luxuries to
reduce greenhouse gas emissions and win the battle, this process of
change is about gaining a deeper connection to our environment
through our day-to-day experiences. Research tells us repeatedly that
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our immune system, nervous system, and endocrine systems benefit
tremendously from time outdoors and we see significant cultural
shifts towards appreciation for mindfulness and forest bathing,
over material goods. '>® As Naturopathic Doctors, our willingness
to bring the spirituality back into medicine offers our patients the
chance to rediscover their innate connection with our environment
and themselves. From this perspective climate change isn’t our
enemy — it’s our teacher.

Finally, let’s explore how naturopathic interventions also contribute
unique approaches for addressing the current climate crisis. This
became clearer to me about 12 years ago after serving on a board
with Health Canada officials, whose purpose was to help Canadian
communities adapt to the effects of extreme heat events. At the time,
this meant preventing adverse health outcomes by implementing
early warning systems for communities, and training physicians and
vulnerable populations about how to stay cool during extreme heat
events. It meant removing people from the harmful environment
or applying technology to change the environment. However, in
my work as a Naturopathic Doctor, “adapting” also means directly
supporting how a human body operates in the given environment.
In the current climate crisis, where change is happening now
and progressively so, this form of adaptation is a critical ally.
Botanical adaptogens, interventions that improve organ reserve,
and recommendations designed to reverse heart disease rather than
suppress symptoms (which can make us less adaptable to external
temperatures), are all examples of how NDs are well placed to help
our patients adapt to the upcoming climate changes. And of course,
helping patients mitigate environmental toxic exposure improves
adaptability already, and with a positive feedback loop of our own
that reduces ecological damage.

When communicating with patients about the impact of the
environment on their health, I find it useful to apply the concepts
of Environmentally-Acquired Illness (EAI). On the surface, a
literature review of climate change and disease reveals a shocking
list of health conditions ranging from pulmonary and cardiac
conditions, to cancer and infectious or zoonotic illness. The Lancet
Commission on Pollution and Health further states that “pollution,
which is “intimately linked to global climate change”, is the largest
environmental cause of disease and death in the world today”."”
But EAI provides a framework for exploring sow environmental
contaminants can contribute to complex chronic conditions such
as Fibromyalgia and Multiple Chemical Sensitivity, from a systems

biology approach.'®

There’s one final lesson to flesh out of this new climate change
discussion. In his book, “Climate, A New Story”, Charles Eisenstein
suggests that climate change is the second world event to teach
humanity that we’re all intimately connected. (The first event was
the use of the atomic bomb.) What you do affects me and what I do
affects you. He suggests that climate change is an initiation process
that brings communities closer together through deeper awareness
of our connection to each other. From a business perspective,

this means that embracing ecological health as a professional
responsibility is a naturally community-driven approach that can
strengthen your reputation and broaden your reach as a naturopathic
doctor. Since including environmental responsibility in our clinic
mandate 6 years ago, the business benefits have been significant
and rewarding. Teaching patients how to source environmentally-
responsible products has required networking with many like-
minded businesses and identifying strategic community partners. It’s
put us in touch with patients who are unfamiliar with naturopathic
medicine but who more quickly grasp “root cause” approaches with
belief systems that align well with ours. We've enjoyed increased
internet traffic with social media campaigns that engage people with
healthy behaviours, such as the David Suzuki Foundation outdoor
challenge, and have connected with hundreds more like-minded
people through various fundraising events.

As we take ourselves and our patients through the process of aligning
our activities with the needs of our environment, at some point the
deepening awareness of vast global ecological destruction becomes
too overwhelming. During these times I like to remember one of
our guiding principles, “The Healing Power of Nature”. It refers just
as much to the ability of ecosystems to regenerate, as it does to our
own body’s capacity for healing. Life is resilient and sometimes just
the smallest nudge triggers profound healing.&
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