CHAPTER 29

Measuring the Impact of Ecological Disintegrity
on Human Health: A Role for Epidemiology

Colin L. Soskolne

INTRODUCTION

For several decades, ecologists and biologists have been warning of the extinction of various
species, of declines in both the quality and extent of ecological capital, and of general and specific
environmental degradation. More recently, climate change as a consequence of global warming has
been added to the list of environmental concerns worldwide. The concerns arise from the view that
global ecological integrity — simply interpreted as the ability of nature’s life-support systems to
withstand perturbations and continue to provide their usual life-sustaining services — is a first-
order principle for the sustainability of life on Earth (Soskolne and Bertollini, 1999). Two texts in
the early 1990s served to bring these concerns to epidemiologists’ attention (World Health Orga-
nization, 1992; McMichael, 1993).

Global ecological disintegrity, the converse of global ecological integriry, is a function of three
factors: over-consumption, population growth, and the inappropriate applications or misuses/abuses
of technology. All three of these factors are, in fact, human-induced and are therefore potentially
controllable. Thus, human influence in perpetuating the current course of environmental degradation
is at the core of this chapter. It is posited that if it could be demonstrated that current socioeconomic
policies indeed are associated with negative human health impacts, then alternative policies likely
would be introduced that could serve to steer humanity from a course of nonsustainability.

In essence, environmental degradation is impacting those ecological systems upon which human
beings depend for their well-being and their survival, including the life-support systems of air,
water, soil, forests, fisheries, and climate. If life-support systems indeed are collapsing, the need
for any of the sciences to bring the seriousness of the problem to the attention of those responsible
{i.c., humans) for causing the negative environmental impacts 13 paramount. If inherently anthro-
pocentric human beings could be shown scientific evidence that escalating environmental degra-
dation is having, or could have, negative human health consequences of epidemic proportions, then
those sciences could play a critical public health role by impacting policies to avert potential
disasters from cccurring. Thus, this chapter is based on the belief that if negative impacts on human
health and well-being could be associated with environmental degradation, then adequate justifi-
cation would be at the disposal of policy makers to change the course of human development
toward one of sustainability. Sustainable development has been defined as development that mects
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