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Planetary 
health 
lens

https://drcourtneyhoward.ca/2021-planetary-health-in-politics/



fantasy

https://encryptedtbn1.gstatic.com/images?q=tbn:ANd9GcREdALOXuh6WuhwLy7mv2qe2ZWgMGQiLVFodSzVCNGBnwMT7m3Y



reality

https://plasticpeopledoc.com/film/



Objectives

Planetary health, boundaries

Life cycle approach to plastics and 
health impacts across the spectrum 

Environmental justice concerns 

Precautionary (foresight) principle  



Plastic is everywhere… 



Plastics in 
healthcare 

www.freepik.com

http://www.freepik.com/


PH crisis 
– role of plastics

• Climate change 

• Pollution and chemicals 

• Biodiversity loss 

 = HUMAN HEALTH IMPACTS

   

https://www.pik-potsdam.de/en/output/infodesk/planetary-boundaries



Plastics life cycle – 
human health impacts

• The Minderoo-Monaco Commission on 
Plastics and Human Health 

• UNEP



PRODUCTION

• Extraction & Transport

• Refining and 
Manufacture 

Source: © CIEL/NonprofitDesign.com 



USE

This Photo by Unkno wn Author is licensed under  CC BY-SA

Source: © CIEL/NonprofitDesign.com 

Sgroey wiki commons.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fecsWL7PN04

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cosmetics
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Sgroey


16,325 plastic chemicals

66%
UNknown 
hazard info

26% 
hazardous



Main chemicals of concern

Breast cancer, hormone disruption, decreased 
fertility, lowered IQ, hyperactivity in children 

PCBs, PBDE

Bisphenols (BPA)     

and “regrettable substitutions”
Reproductive toxicant, cardiovascular disease, 
diabetes, obesity

PFAS /polyfluoroalkyl substances

Plasticizers: 

*Plastic associated chemicals: 

cancers, thyroid disease, immune impacts

Phthalates 

(DEHP)   DEHA

Endocrine disruptors*Other: stabilizers, biocides, fillers, colorants, heavy metals, NIAS 

Miscarriage, neurodevelopmental disorders, 
increased body weight, insulin resistance, asthma 

Flame retardants:

*Additives:



Medical example: 
DEHP di(2-
ethylhexyl) phthalate 

Very low birth weight infants and DEHP-
containing IV fluids 

”First do no harm…”



microplastic and nanoplastic particles (MNPs) 

Jung et al 2022. Characterization and regulation of microplastic pollution for protecting planetary and human health. Environmental Pollution 315 



Plastic 
particles in 
organs

• “Plasticenta” 

Ragusa, A.; Matta, M.; Cristiano, L.; Matassa, R.; Battaglione, E.; Svelato, A.; De Luca, C.; D’Avino, S.; Gulotta, A.; Rongioletti, M.C.A.;
et al. Deeply in Plasticenta: Presence of Microplastics in the Intracellular Compartment of Human Placentas. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public 
Health 2022, 19,11593. https://doi.org/ 10.3390/ijerph191811593 



(macroplastic) Disposal

• Baselactionnetwork https://flic.kr/p/2mKjxEW
Source: © CIEL/NonprofitDesign.com 



Social Environmental 
Justice

• Communities at risk:  
• fence-line communities (poverty, 

Indigenous populations, persons 
African descent)

• women, children,  ‘pre-polluted’
• Informal waste workers, waste 

receiving countries

https://flic.kr/p/2kNMryu. baselactionnetwork

https://flic.kr/p/2kNMryu


Preventative 
medicine 
approach

This Photo by Unkno wn Author is licensed und erCC BY-SA

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Honeycrisp-Apple.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


REDUCE



Summary: 
• Life cycle approach is imperative moving forward

• Plastics are impacting human health

• Unequal burden of exposures and harms

• First do no harm – foresight principle 

• How can we all reduce our consumption; advocate 
for change

• What are necessary plastics, what can be replaced, 
how



References and 
resources

• The Minderoo-Monaco Commission on Plastics and 
Human Health 

• PlastChem report

• CIEL Reports

• UNEP

• CAPE website
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