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Dear Members of the Environment and Communications Legislation Committee

Submission to the Inquiry into the Climate Change Amendment (Duty of Care and Intergenerational Climate Equity)
Bill 2023

The Australian Psychological Society (APS) is pleased to provide a submission to the Inquiry into the Climate Change
Amendment (Duty of Care and Intergenerational Climate Equity) Bill 2023 (the Bill).

We understand that the proposed Bill seeks to amend the Climate Change Act 2022 to include two statutory duties to
decisions made under the following Acts: Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999; Export
Finance and Insurance Corporation Act 1991; Infrastructure Australia Act 2008; National Reconstruction Fund
Corporation Act 2023; Northern Australia Infrastructure Facility Act 2016; & Offshore Petroleum and Greenhouse Gas
Storage Act2006. These proposed duties aim to ensure decision makers:

e  Prioritise, as a primary consideration, the health and wellbeing of current and future Australian children (up to 18
years) when assessing the likely (direct or indirect) impact of greenhouse gas emissions, and

e Cannot approve coal, oil, or gas projects if the emissions would harm the health of current and future Australian
children.

We note there are no terms of reference for this proposed Bill inquiry and that the committee is seeking comments on

the Bill itself.

The impacts of climate change on the health and wellbeing of all Australians and the global community, and the

As per the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) AR6 Climate Change 2023 Synthesis Report*, we are at a
critical juncture where immediate action has the potential to prevent catastrophic impacts which will be felt by
current and future generations for potentially thousands of years into the future. Psychologists, including psychology
practitioners, academics and researchers, are highly motivated to leverage their expertise in human behaviour and
evidence-based psychological knowledge, skills and resources towards the mitigation of, and adaptation to, the effects
of climate change.

Thus, the APS offers our overall support to this Bill. In our submission, we summarise our position on psychology and
climate change and the arguments and evidence relevant to the proposed Bill. We also put forward some
considerations concerning the proposed Bill and other related matters.
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If any further information is required from the APS, | would be happy to be contacted through the national office on
(03) 8662 3300 or by email at z.burgess@psychology.org.au

Yours sincerely

Dr Zena Burgess, FAPS FAICD
Chief Executive Officer
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APS Submission to the Inquiry into the Climate Change Amendment (Duty of Care and Intergenerational Climate
Equity) Bill 2023

About the APS

The APS is the leading professional association for psychologists in Australia. We are dedicated to advancing the
scientific discipline and ethical practice of psychology and works to realise the full human potential of individuals,
organisations and their communities through the application of psychological science and knowledge.

Our work is informed by a human rights approach and the United Nations' Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),
which champion wellbeing, inclusivity and the empowerment of all people®. Of particular relevance to the proposed
Bill is SDG 13 which aims to “Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts”. The proposed Bill also
critically relates to SDG 3 which aims to “Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages”.

By advocating on behalf of our members and the community for sustainable development, we strive to bring about
meaningful reform in Australian health, wellbeing and social policies and systems. Our overarching objective is to
ensure equitable access for all to quality, evidence-based services that promote health and well-being through
proactive measures, prevention, early intervention and treatment.

As proponents of evidence-based practice, the APS draws on data and research about the characteristics, impacts and
best practices related to the mitigation of and adaption to climate change. We also draw upon the experience and
expertise of our APS members.

The APS Position and Recommendations for Psychology and Climate Change

follows.

e The APS accepts the consensus of authoritative Australian and international scientists that human activities,
particularly since the mid-20th century, have resulted in a steep growth in greenhouse gas concentrations,
causing substantial global warming and generating a high risk of catastrophic climate change (& *®).

e The APS acknowledges the increasingly significant and disastrous consequences of climate change, such as
the growing frequency and intensity of natural disasters such as bushfires and flooding that Australians and
citizens around the globe have experienced in recent years’.

e The APS identifies climate change as the foremost threat to 21st-century health and wellbeing, affecting
Australians, future generations and humanity at large but having unequal impact across geography,
generations and socioeconomic strata®®°.

e The APS calls attention to the well-established impacts of climate change on mental health and wellbeing'®*%.
Both the direct effects and threat of climate change can arouse deep feelings, ranging from fear through to
anger and despair, which can in turn negatively impact aspects of health, wellbeing and an individual’s
capacity to function and contribute to the broader community*2.

e The APS stands strong with Australian and international scientists who continue to call urgently for more
significant responses to climate change mitigation and adaption at the national, organisational and
community levels.

Considering the ongoing urgency of the climate crisis and the importance of understanding and addressing its
psychological, health and social dimensions, the APS has made numerous recommendations including that
Governments, industries, organisations and the public must:
e Recognise the urgency of the climate crisis,
e Develop effective strategies to mitigate climate change and minimise climate change impacts, and promote
successful community adaptation and resilience, and
e  Pay particular attention to equity and justice for marginalised and vulnerable groups in developing strategies.
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The APS has highlighted as part of our advocacy efforts that psychology professionals have the knowledge, skills,
resources and willingness to:

e  Assist governments, communities and individuals to prepare for and reduce the risks of climate-related
events such as floods and bushfires (environmental adaptation), and help individuals and communities adapt
to their psychosocial impacts (psychological adaptation),

e Address barriers to behavioural change for climate change mitigation and adaptation, and motivate and
support the needed changes, and

e Deliver effective, evidence-based psychological first aid immediately after climate-related disasters, including

communities over the longer term.

The Impacts of Climate Change on the Health and Wellbeing of Children and Young People

As highlighted above, the APS has continued to draw attention to the ample evidence, internationally and nationally,
that demonstrates that climate change and associated natural disasters are impacting the health and wellbeing of the
vulnerable and marginalised in our society, including our children and young people (€& 13-19),

Research shows that children and young Australians are deeply concerned, and at times overwhelmed, by uncertainty
associated with the climate crisis. For example, the most recent annual Mission Australia Youth Survey in 2022, a
nation-wide survey of 19,000 young people aged between 15 and 19, identified the distressing impact of climate
change on our youth with 51% identifying the environment as one of the most important issues in Australia (up from
38% in 2021 and 29.8% in 2020), and 25.5% extremely or very concerned about climate change®3. A subsequent report
prepared by Orygen'#® revealed that heightened climate concern among youth was associated with poor mental
health and wellbeing as indicated by low subjective wellbeing (50% of respondents with heighted climate change
concern), psychological distress (38%), a self-reported mental health condition (26%), poor coping 62%) and a
pessimistic outlook (23%). The Orygen report identified that the connections between climate change and poor
mental wellbeing were independent of other mental health risk factors and that these associations were more
pronounced among vulnerable young people who identify as gender diverse, Indigenous or residing in
regional/remote areas.

The World Health Organisation has this month released an urgent call to action that highlights how climate hazards
also heighten risks to mothers and babies during pregnancy?’. This includes physical health implications of climate
change, such as gestational diabetes, high blood pressure, premature delivery, low birth weights and stillbirths, but
also lasting mental health impacts like stress, anxiety and depression, which are known risks for adverse perinatal
outcomes and intergenerational trauma®23,

The findings about the impacts of climate change on the health and wellbeing of children and young people must be
considered within the context of currently unacceptably high levels of psychological distress and mental ill health for
Australia’s children and youth and in the perinatal period, noting that:

e Each year, an estimated 1 in 5 Australian children starts school showing signs of psychosocial stress?, and 1
in 7 school-aged children experience one or more mental health, behavioural or neurodevelopmental
disorders?»%, There are also those children, often referred to as the 'missing middle', who experience
psychosocial distress but fall outside of diagnostic thresholds and mental health reporting?®?’.

e Almost 40 per cent (39.6% or 1.2 million) of Australian young people aged 16-24 years have experienced a
mental disorder in the last 12 months, impacting almost half of young females (45.5 per cent) and one third
of young males (32.4 per cent), with anxiety disorders being the most common %,

e  Studies in Australia and around the world find that up to 1 in 10 women experience depression during
pregnancy and 1in 7 in the year following birth. Around 1 in 5 women in the antenatal and postnatal periods
experience anxiety disorders with high comorbidity with depression?.
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e There are considerable flow-on effects into adulthood of poor mental health and wellbeing during the
perinatal period and in childhood. Approximately 50 per cent of adult mental iliness begins to present in
young people by the time they turn 14 years old 3931, People with mental illness live an average 10 years less
than those who do not, with 80 per cent of this due to physical comorbidities and not suicide®2.

e The costs of not preventing and addressing the mental health and wellbeing of our young people is
considerable. In 2020 the Productivity Commission found mental iliness and suicide was costing the
Australian economy $220bn per year on pre-pandemic figures33. The situation is now worse.

It is clear, that without urgent and appropriate Government leadership and action on climate change as per the
proposed Bill, and on mental health and wellbeing more broadly, we risk a lost generation of young people unable to
live up to their potential, with devasting effects for our economy and society.

APS Response to the Proposed Bill
The APS notes that the proposed Bill aligns with APS advocacy and calls for urgent:

e Government recognition of the strong, multi-faceted interactions between the effects of climate change and
health and wellbeing, especially for at-risk and vulnerable groups such as children and youth, and

e  Government action and accountability, particularly for averting harm to the mental health and wellbeing of
current and future Australian children.

Thus, the APS offers our overall support to the proposed Bill as a legislative mechanism that requires that the interests
of children and young people are considered and safeguarded in climate change decision making.

While we offer our support for the proposed Bill, we encourage the Committee to consider the following feedback
about the Bill and related matters:

e The APS applauds the inclusion of emotional, cultural and spiritual wellbeing in the proposed Bill's reference
to health and wellbeing. However, we recommend incorporating definitions for these terms within the Bill to
provide clear guidance to decision-makers who will be subject to the Bill. Additionally, we propose a more
comprehensive conceptualisation of mental health and wellbeing, encompassing not only emotional but also
social (and emotional) wellbeing. This refinement would enhance the clarity and effectiveness of the Bill in
acknowledging the diverse aspects of health and wellbeing that are impacted by climate change. Social and
emotional wellbeing as a concept is also more aligned with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
conceptualisations of mental health and wellbeing3*.

e  While prioritising climate change legislation that specifically safeguards the interests of current and future
children is crucial, it is equally important to enact comprehensive legislation that protects the health and
wellbeing of all in vulnerable groups from the impacts of climate change. For example, older people, people
on lower incomes, people with existing mental ill health, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and
people in remote areas are especially vulnerable to impacts of climate change on their physical and mental
health and wellbeing (¢&- 1835740 Climate change poses widespread threats to diverse populations, and
inclusive legislation is essential to address the broader spectrum of risks and impacts, fostering a resilient and
sustainable future for everyone. Balancing a focus on the vulnerable, such as, but not limited to children and
young people, with broader safeguarding measures for all Australians contributes to a more inclusive and
effective response to the multifaceted challenges posed by climate change®!.

e The APS calls for the Government to commit to a subsequent review of the Bill should it be passed. This
review should gauge the effectiveness of the legislation in fulfilling its intended goals, particularly in
preventing harm to the health and wellbeing of both current and future Australian children. It is essential
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that such a review involve the Government partnering with researchers, health professionals such as
psychologists and children, youth and families, to ensure a comprehensive understanding of the legislation's
impact and to inform any necessary future adjustments.

e The APS consistently advocates for children and young people needing more support for their health and
social-emotional wellbeing as a matter of national priority>*2. This becomes even more critical in the face of
the impact of climate change and natural disasters on the mental health of our children and youth. Adequate
support requires sustained Government funding for prevention and early intervention programs for building
resilience, enhancing coping strategies and providing a sense of optimism for the future. The nation also
needs funding and support for more psychologists in schools and in-school programs to acknowledge the

impact of climate change anxiety and to help young people build resilience to improve their mental health
and well-being*?.
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