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HEALTH AND THE ENVIRONMENT
ECOLOGICAL HEALING AND THE WEB OF LIFE

By Joel Kreisberg, DC
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or thousands of years, the Parsi
people of India have practiced a
form of “sky” burial in which the
dead are placed high atop a sacred

ower of Silence. This form of burial re-
ects their basic belief that neither the liv-

ng nor the earth should ever be contami-
ated by the dead. Neither earth, water,
or fire ever touch the dead and thus re-
ain pure. This particular form of burial,

s with many ancient religious practices,
lso has real public health benefits. As
ark Twain wrote in 1897, sky burials

disseminate no corruption, no impuri-
ies, of any sort, no disease-germs; that no
rap, no garment which has touched the
ead is allowed to touch the living after-
ard; that from the Towers of Silence
othing proceeds which can carry harm to
he outside world.”

How then do the bodies of the dead
eturn to the earth in this form of burial?
he answer lies with vultures. The pres-
nce of the indigenous, Indian, white-
acked birds form an integral part of the
ircle of life in this cultural practice. These
eemingly repulsive birds serve a vital eco-
ogical function—they aid in the recycling
f the dead by cleaning the flesh down to
he bones. In this context, Parsis and vul-
ures are bound in an ecologic commu-
ity, a network of relationship that has
erved each for many thousands of years.

It is axiomatic that members of any eco-
ogical community rely on a complex net-
ork of interrelationship for their sur-
ival.1 Unfortunately, in the case of the
ultures and Parsis, this relationship is
ow in significant danger. In the past 10
ears, the vulture population of India has
ropped by an astonishing 99%. The rea-
on? They are ingesting poisons embed-
ed in the flesh of one of their other major
ood sources: dead cattle.

The substance found in the cattle that
re harming the vultures is diclofenac, a
edication used to treat arthritic condi-

ions in cattle. Research recently pub-
ished in Nature2 has found a causative

ink between diclofenac in cattle and renal o

ealth and the Environment
ailure in vultures. In fact, when research-
rs fed Diclofenac to 20 captured vultures,
hey found that one twentieth of the dose
ommonly given therapeutically to live-
tock is lethal for these birds.3

Diclofenac is a nonsteroidal anti-in-
ammatory drug that reduces the hor-
ones that cause inflammation and pain

n the body, most commonly arthritic
ains. Diclofenac is not significantly dif-
erent than ibuprofen in its action, but it is
uch cheaper and is the most commonly

rescribed veterinarian painkiller on the
ndian subcontinent.

Humans use diclofenac, which goes by
he brand names Cataflam (Novartis Phar-
aceuticals, East Hanover, NJ) and
oltaren (Novartis Pharmaceuticals).
harmacologic data reveal that 65% of this
rug is eliminated through the urine, 10%
f which remains in an unchanged form.
n fact, although the drug can be absorbed
ompletely through the gastrointestinal
all, only 50% is actually metabolized by

he body. The drug has a half-life of 80
ours. Because the drug is often pre-
cribed four times daily, a steady supply of
iclofenac pours into our streams and riv-
rs and, in this way, makes its way into our
ood supply. The published literature on
oltaren states that one of many potential
dverse reactions to this drug in humans is
ephritis (severe inflammation of the kid-
eys).4

This study published in Nature is per-
aps the first proven linkage between
harmacologic medicine and larger eco-

ogical and social degradation—a poten-
ially huge area of study that has been
argely overlooked. Researchers from the
eregrine Falcon Foundation, the authors
f the Indian vulture study,2 have estab-
ished that veterinarian drugs fed to do-

estic animals can cause major ecological
amage. This study reveals in no uncertain
erms that the time has come for us to
ctively consider the impacts of our med-
cines on the larger ecological community
n which we are embedded. Because we

verlook this connection, the Parsis are a

EXP
aced with a culturally impossible situa-
ion—burial and cremation are unaccept-
ble within their tradition. As a result, the
odies of recently deceased Parsis are pil-
ng up, and decomposition is unnaturally
low, leading to a much larger public
ealth crisis.
The environment is one of the most im-

ortant determinants of health. Clean air,
afe food, pure water, proper housing, safe
orkplace, safe transportation, and
ealthy global climate are all physical in-
uences on good health.5 Significant evi-
ence exists that proves the importance of
ll of these attributes. Weakening of any
f these environment factors can have
rave consequences on individuals, societ-
es, and planetary health.

Protection of the environment is essen-
ial for prevention of human illness and
isease. Since the first modern public
ealth measure—water treatment in Mu-
ich, Germany in 1836—physicians and
olicymakers have proven time and again
hat public health measures, particularly
nvironmental safety, are the most cost-
ffective way to create sound personal
ealth. In fact, public health measures di-
ected at maintaining environmental in-
egrity have been far more effective at im-
roving human longevity and other
ealth indicators than medical pharma-
ology.6

Healthcare that supports environmen-
al integrity does exist in the form of many
f the complementary and alternative
edicine (CAM) techniques practitioners

se today. These techniques can be used
ore widely and have been proven to be

ffective in veterinary as well as human
ealth issues. In a recent study pub-

ished in Alternative Therapies, Al-
recht and Schutte7 investigated the ef-
cacy of homeopathic medicines versus
ntibiotics as a preventative measure for
espiratory illness in pig farming. The
tudy concluded that homeopathic
oses were “significantly effective com-
ared to placebo as well as low-doses of

ntibiotics for rate of disease and inci-
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ence of respiratory diseases in animals
tudied.” In fact, the study showed that
he only prevention for disease that
ould be as effective as homeopathy
ould be to give the pigs therapeutic
oses of antibiotics all the time.
Albrecht and Schutte also briefly dis-

ussed the negative adverse effects of the
outine prophylactic use of antibiotics in
he livestock industry. The risks of this
ommon approach include the develop-
ent of bacteria resistant to antibiotics,

dverse effects in the animals themselves,
eces containing antibiotics leaching into
he ecosystem, and negative consequences
f these antibiotics on human popula-
ions.8

Many CAM techniques are safe and ef-
ective in caring for health; they are also
ontoxic, nonpolluting, renewable, and
rotective of the quality of life on earth,
he environment, and the earth’s natural
esources. It is time CAM practitioners
ecognize that they have the capacity not
nly to help individuals toward greater
ealth but that their techniques are a form
f environmental stewardship that pro-
ote human health and planetary well-

eing.
Healthcare practitioners who serve as

nvironmental stewards can add a power-
ul set of tools to their healing practice.
his is best done in three primary ways:

become knowledgeable about the envi-
ronmental factors that create health and
cause disease;
practice or consider promoting ecologi-

THE PRINCIPLES OF ECOLOGICALLY
SUSTAINABLE MEDICINE

Ecologically sustainable medical practices
are as follows:
● Safe and harmless;
● clean and nontoxic;
● cost-effective;
● nonpolluting;
● adaptable and flexible;
● renewable;
● protective of the quality of life on earth, the

environment, and the earth’s natural re-
sources;

● synergistic with human health and plane-
tary well-being; and

● connected with the web of life.
cally sustainable medicines (ESM) as c
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the first choice of medical treatment
whenever possible; and
become a spokesperson on environ-
mental issues and hazards to the public
and to policy makers.

Western medicine has created a field
alled Environmental Medicine, which is an
approach to medical care dedicated to
he evaluation, management, and pre-
ention of the adverse consequences re-
ulting from Environmentally Triggered
llnesses.”9 As a growing specialty, Envi-
onmental Medicine continues to take its
lace as a valuable addition to contempo-
ary healthcare. Unfortunately, because
here is increasing environmental degrada-
ion with negative impacts on human
ealth, relegating this important informa-
ion to the domain of specialists is not
ufficient. At this point in time, it is the
esponsibility of every point-of-entry
ealth provider—both mainstream and
AM—to have a significant understanding
f impacts on health of environmental is-
ues.

With today’s easy access to informa-
ion, every healthcare practitioner should
ake it a part of their ongoing education

o keep up with local environmental is-
ues, particularly when it comes to air, wa-
er, and contamination of land, which di-
ectly impact the health of their patients.
t is also the responsibility of primary prac-
itioners to understand and recognize the
ffects of environmental contamination
nd to be able to offer viable treatment or
ake proper referrals to specialists for

reatment when necessary.
As the cautionary tale at the beginning

f this article demonstrates, the way in
hich healthcare is practiced must also be

aken into account when thinking about
nvironmental degradation. To take seri-
usly the responsibility of environmental
tewardship, healthcare practitioners must
xpand their understanding of environ-
ental harm beyond such issues as coal-
red power plants and automobile pollu-
ion to include the tools they routinely
se, including modern pharmacologic so-

utions. Recent research from the Ameri-
an Water Works Research Association
as found significant amounts of drugs,
erbicides, fragrances, birth-control hor-
ones, and weed killers in America’s

rinking water.10 We will increasingly dis-

over more examples of ecological decline s
s we continue to consume more pharma-
eutic medicines that end up in the envi-
onment, just as 10% of all Voltaren con-
inues to do.

We do have ecologically sustainable
ealthcare alternatives available to us.
ractices that do not harm the environ-
ent, such as those that meet the princi-

les of Ecologically Sustainable Medicine
see sidebar), should serve as the first line
f defense in treating illness. If these ap-
roaches prove insufficient to restoring
ealth, mainstream choices can be used
ith the awareness that these choices of-

en have unintended negative conse-
uences for the environment.
A careful risk/reward analysis of using
ainstream healthcare solutions will
eigh in favor of their use in particular
ircumstances. The danger in our current
pproach is that this risk/reward analysis is
ot even a part of the conversation about
ealthcare, much less a standard part of
ealthcare practice. Before we risk the

ong-term consequences of many of our
edical interventions, sustainable medi-

al practices should be considered first.
his emphasis will greatly reduce the ever
rowing damage mainstream medicine is
reating to our environment, not to men-
ion to sustainability of our own long-
erm, personal health. In practice, the use
f sustainable alternatives will not in any
ay reduce our success in improving our
ealth. In fact, this precautionary ap-
roach will most likely significantly im-
rove the general health of all beings on
he planet.

As environmental activists Anthony
ortese and Audrey Armoudlian write,

Physicians must think of themselves not
nly as specialists concerned about the di-
ect effects of environmental problems on
uman health, but as advocates for the
cological health of our planet.”11 Health-
are practitioners, when recognizing the
igns of environmental damage to human
ealth, must transform this knowledge

nto environmental action. It is our re-
ponsibility as healthcare professionals to
eport our findings directly to policy mak-
rs and to promote sustainable and pre-
entative approaches to healthcare. Pro-
iders acting as environmental stewards
re often the first to recognize environ-
ental illness and therefore have a certain

esponsibility to play this role. By under-

tanding local environmental issues, we
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an shape local and national environmen-
al and healthcare policy.

As CAM practitioners, many of us are
lready practicing Ecologically Sustain-
ble Medicine. It is time that we add to our
ractice models the awareness that embed-
ed in the very nature of our care is a
esponsibility for environmental steward-
hip. When healthcare practitioners be-
ome environmental stewards, we are tak-
ng direct action toward a healthier world
or ourselves, our children, our communi-
ies, and all life on our planet. We need the
oice of healers to join in addressing the
hallenges we face as a global community.
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