Dear President-elect Obama:
 
We write to heartily congratulate you on your historic victory and, in an approach that we believe you welcome, immediately raise a fundamental issue about the focus of your new administration.  As medical anthropologists whose work focuses on human impact on the environment and consequent impact of the environment on human health, we share the grave and growing concern of many scientists, environmental activists, and others about the rapidly mounting threat of global warming facing our nation and our world.  What is most startling, and sometimes overlooked, is the magnitude of the health damage already being caused global warming and the unexpectedly rapid pace at which adverse and disease-causing changes in the environment are occurring.  
 
Most importantly, the health effects of global warming are not something that will begin in the future, they have already begun taking their toll, and will only worsen, day by day, if there is not concentrated focus on turning the corner on the massive build up of greenhouse gases blanketing the Earth.  As the World Health Organization has reported global warming already is killing 150,000 people a year, a number that may come to seem small if current trends are not reversed. In 2003, an intense heat wave tied to global warming killed over 20,000 people in Europe. Three years later, a heat wave spread across North America resulting claiming 200 lives.  Global warming as many as 100 million deaths from malaria during the closing years of the 20 century, as the mosquitoes that transmit the disease were able to move to new, warmer areas than in the past.
We know that you are keenly aware of these facts.  It is very welcome at this critical moment to have an incoming president who, as a student at Columbia, worked as an environmental activist promoting recycling in Harlem, who later as a community activist (with enormous responsibilities) fought against environmental racism by helping residents of public housing in Chicago demand that their apartments be tested for asbestos, and who as a public servant has sponsored legislation to reduce mercury and lead poisoning in our communities.  Indeed, we could not agree more with your recent public statements that climate change is “one of the biggest challenges of our time.”  
 
Amid the many other serious and disturbing problems facing our nation, all of which you so effectively articulated in recent months, we witnessed a steadily decline in the focus on our environment and the somber risks its degradation poises for the well-being of our population at the very moment that crucial action is needed.  In the face of the fiscal crisis, Congress was able to move swiftly to commit an enormous sum of money to save our economy.  An approach that you fully and vigorously supported.  Yet the dangers of global warming are no less significant and no less urgent than the perils inherent in the current financial crisis.  Not only has the national fiscal debt risen radically over the last eight years, so to the environmental debt.
 
In short, we write to say that global warming cannot and should not be a back-burner item or an issue we approach in a piecemeal fashion as competing demands and other very real and pressing challenges allow.  The global warming clock is ticking loudly and with each passing minute without far reaching action we put in further jeopardy the health of every man, woman, and child that lives from the rocky coast of Maine to the sunny shores of California, and far beyond.  Very rapid signing of the Kyoto Accord to commit our nation to controlling greenhouse emissions is fundamental, but in addition we urge the following within the first six months of your presidency:
 
· The establishment of a strict timetable for the movement away from fossil fuels and to reliance on renewable sources of energy.
· A rejection of nuclear energy as an alternative energy source because of the hazards of waste disposal, the highly energy intensive nature of uranium mining and nuclear power plant construction, and the danger of even further nuclear weapons proliferation. 
· Issuance of detailed plan for the development of efficient, inexpensive, and convenient public transportation systems as part of a transition away from dependence on private motor vehicles. 
· Convening of panels of experts to devise needed strategies both for protecting and restoring buffer zones like wetlands, tropical forests, and mangrove forests and for humanely addressing the growing problem of climate refugees.
· Launch of a critical evaluation of emissions trading schemes and carbon offsetting as approaches for mitigating greenhouse gases production. 
· Implementation of a transitional carbon tax on highly-polluting industries.
Sincerely, and supportively,
Merrill Singer, University of Connecticut

Hans Baer, University of Melbourne

 
 
