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What is planetary health? 

Is it possible that what we do 
in our daily lives really affects 
planet Earth?

What can we do about it?

During María’s exhausting long car commute from her job at 
the municipal library to her home, the ambassador of Chilean 
wildlife, Chucao, suddenly appears in the passenger seat. Through 
a pleasant conversation, this “wild bird” will make you reflect on 
different aspects of its life, as well as the consequences of human 
behaviours on Earth. During this trip, María learns about “the 
Great Acceleration”, “fossil fuels”, “urban heat islands”, and the real 
impact of our decisions on the health of the planet and, therefore, 
on our own health and wellbeing.

From the Science Communication Centre of the Universidad 
Autónoma de Chile, through the UNESCO Chair of Scientific 
Education for Citizenship, we make this book available to promote 
knowledge and reflection around the concept of Planetary Health 
and its relationship with human health and wellbeing.





HELLO! I AM A CHUCAO, A BIRD FOUND ONLY IN THE 
SOUTHERN FORESTS OF SOUTH AMERICA. I AM HIGHLY 

SENSITIVE TO THE DESTRUCTION OF THE FORESTS 
WHERE I LIVE, AND MY SONG ENRICHES THE HUMID 

LANDSCAPES OF CHILE AND ARGENTINA. IN THE YEAR 
2023, THE PEOPLE OF CHILE CHOSE ME AS THE 

“AMBASSADOR OF CHILEAN WILDLIFE 2024” THROUGH 
AN OPEN VOTE ORGANISED BY THE JANE GOODALL 

INSTITUTE-CHILE.

I INVITE YOU TO JOIN ME ON THIS JOURNEY, 
WHERE WE WILL LEARN MORE ABOUT THE 

CLOSE LINKS BETWEEN HUMAN HEALTH AND 
THE HEALTH OF OTHER SPECIES AND THEIR 

ECOSYSTEMS. LET’S GO!
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Presentation
Gea, Planetary Health is one of the four Scientific Culture 
Programmes of the Science Communication Centre of the 
Universidad Autonoma de Chile, which seeks to establish 
the concept of planetary health in the public conversation, 
helping to understand the relationship between the 
degradation of human health and that of the different 
natural ecosystems, using didactic formats that are close 
and clear to people.

The book Maria and Chucao’s journey: An opportunity to 
understand planetary health uses a simple narrative, with an 
endemic bird from the temperate forests of south-central 
Chile as the protagonist. Through a trip through the city, 
Chucao explains to María different concepts of planetary 
health and how climate change also affects the quality of 
life of people and other species.

This material reflects on the intricate processes between 
the planet’s natural systems and human beings, including 
the deep relationship between species and the natural 
environment. This book seeks to raise awareness of the 
changes we must make, as a civilisation, to take care of 
ourselves, our environment, and the planet.

Science Communication Centre Team
Vice-Provost for Research and Doctorates 

Universidad Autónoma de Chile
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Any day, any city… 
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No, no, do not  

wait for me… 

I am one hour  

and a half away
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Yes, I came by car  

to make it quick

… OK, see you later,

Bye

Uf, it’s  

so hot!
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My gosh,  

so many cars today!

How stressful!   

I just want  

to get home… 

Hi Maria…

What’s up?
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Am I hallucinating…

Or are you real?

Evidently, Maria.  

I am real!

But…  

you speak!

Yes because I am the 

ambassador of the 

Chilean fauna
And because we 

are in a comic, of 

course

Mmm, is it not because 

I am dehydrated, and my 

brain is tricking me?
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Don’t speak nonsense, 

Maria!

I’m here to speak about 

practical things… As an ambassador, 

I have observed a 

lot…

Cities and traffic 

congestion… it was 

not always like this.

All this has been 

undergoing over the 

years.

Oh, humans, you’re so 

special…

But you know 

what?
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Look, let me explain 

what’s going on here

Let’s go back some 

years ago
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The Earth has always been changing; however, 
changes have been accelerating since the last 

century due to human activities 

From plants and animal domestication, 
going through industrial revolution and 
technology introduction, humans have 
quickly changed how the Earth works

This period is known as  
“the Great Acceleration”

Are you saying that all this 

is related to traffic jams, 

noise, and pollution?

Yes, I am
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Everything that humans do in their daily lives has 
several impacts on the planet and on everyone who 

lives on it: industrial processes, car products, clothes, 
food, and cleaning products end somewhere on the 

planet!

Some researchers on Earth 
Sciences have denominated these 

events: the Anthropocene

The word “Anthropocene” comes from the 
Greek “anthropos” (human) and “kainos” 

(new) to suggest a new time with humans 
driving several planet’s changes
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These changes are so rapid that 
the planet cannot “replenish” 

itself or “recover”, so to speak.

Forests are transformed into cities, 
crops, or deserts

Tons of plastic, technology waste, and 
disposable clothes are daily produced… all 
these actions have severe consequences to 
the health of the planet, and to the health 

of humans, too!

Does it sound like the planet is 
getting sick?

The worst part is that a sick planet affects 
the health of all of you, humans, but many 

do not realise! 
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Everything is connected: the health and 
wellbeing of all of you depend on the 

health of the environment and the planet

Wow, you’re so 

clever, Chucao! You 

know so many things

OK, let me give you 

some examples

But… I just don’t 

understand how all 

these changes in the 

environment are linked 

to my health and 

people’s health. 
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Today, we are witnessing an anthropogenic 
climate change, which is caused by deforestation 
and the large amount of greenhouse gases that 

humans are emitting by burning fossil fuels, such 
as oil and natural gas.

These gases include carbon dioxide, nitrous oxide, 
and methane, among others. These trap heat 
in the atmosphere, generating the greenhouse 
effect, like greenhouses. An excess of these 

gases in the atmosphere, however, makes the 
planet much warmer than normal

Fossil fuels, including oil, 
coal, and natural gas, 

have been formed from 
the accumulation of large 

quantities of organic 
remains from dead plants 

and animals
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As the Earth warms and does not release all the 
heat, this triggers changes in the climate system, 

Affecting the clouds, oceans, soil, 
glaciers, and forests Everything is unbalanced!

And these changes affect us, you, and 
every single live organism! 
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I’m not sure you’ve heard, but a huge 
heatwave happened in January…

Extreme heat also increases the risk of mental health 
problems, injuries, and even death among certain 

vulnerable groups and species.

Several people had 
cardiovascular problems

Even Jose, your neighbour, 
had to go to the A&E 
room because he was 

feeling unwell

Others fainted while 
running a marathon

Fortunately, healthcare 
workers were prepared 

and took good care of him

And some workers were 
unable to do their jobs
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Wow, what a 

mess, Chucao! I 

understand, but what 

can I do?

This is where 

authorities and 

urban planning play 

a fundamental role

Cities, with their growing 

demand for goods and services, 

are generating negative impacts 

on the environment, which in 

turn affects the health of their 

inhabitants

I live very far from 

work, and I also 

take my children to 

the school that is 

halfway there
It’s not like I can 

switch to a bike that 

easily

20



I couldn’t find a 

single worm, I can’t 

take it anymore!

The square has little 

vegetation and no shade. 

There are not even bugs!
But Zorzal, don’t you watch 

the news? One third of the 

food humans produce is 

wasted. 

Let’s go to that dump 

and see what we find!

A lot of rubbish is generated in cities, and there are few 
green spaces and trees

This, together with lots of buildings and 
streets made of cement and asphalt, 
increases the ambient temperature, 

generating urban heat islands

These are poorly planned cities
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Surely you only hear 

the sparrows in your 

window, and they are 

not even from here!

It’s true, Chucao

When cities are poorly planned, 
the quality of life of people and 

all biodiversity decreases.

People do not move actively, they do 
not walk, everything looks grey… kind 

of ugly
Birds, insects, trees, and parks also 

disappear…

Neighbourhoods are 
transformed into parks of 

concrete.
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Most large cities, like 

this one, do not allow 

getting around by 

bicycle or walking

So, it is easier to do 

activities with fewer 

health benefits.

Wow, I hadn’t 

thought of that!

You’re right! where I 

live, we don’t have any 

nice parks or squares 

with trees to sit under 

or comfortable benches
There are no 

more insects than 

cockroaches and flies 

in the garbage!
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Maria, did you know 

that insects work a 

lot for the planet?

There are many insects that, if they 
did not exist, there would not be the 
full variety of fruits and vegetables 

that people can enjoy every day.

Some insects, such as bees and 
native flies, are called “pollinators”: 

they move pollen between flowers of 
a particular plant, promoting fruits to 

be formed.

Humans are many and you are almost 
everywhere. If insects continue to 
disappear, there will be less food 

available, increasing food insecurity risks 
that will harm everyone
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Another example of how the 
planet gets sick is because of 
how economic and productive 

systems are designed.

In nature, waste does not exist, 
everything follows a circular process.
Humans created another system in 
which they extract raw materials, 

produce, consume, and then discard.

However, the resources that can be 
obtained from the planet are limited, 
as is the amount of rubbish that can 

be received.

25



Rubbish does not disappear when we stop seeing 
it: plastics turn into microplastics and chemicals 

contaminate aquifers

Everything remains on the planet but 
changing. We must understand that 
the imbalance of one system affects 

the development of others.

If we take care of planet, we will be 
taking care of ourselves. This idea 

was called Planetary Health: a healthy 
planet means healthy people
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For this, we need a Planetary Health 
lens: working together because every 

action counts Governments must develop 
intersectoral policies that support 

people to live more sustainably
…and people, working in their neighbourhood and 
community organisations, can promote sustainable 

development,

Having in mind that human health 
and wellbeing go hand in hand with 

the health of the planet!
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Together, the future doesn’t 

look so grey, Chucao. I will 

talk to my family, neighbours, 

and the whole community 

about Planetary Health

Let’s do this for me, for 

you, for everyone who lives 

in the world and for the 

generations to come.
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…Planetary 

Health…

Look, you won’t 

believe who 

I’m going to 

introduce you to.

to whom?

to whom?

to Chucao, the 

new ambassador 

of Chilean fauna!

Do you want 

to come in?

Let’s leave it for 

another time, Maria, I 

have a lot to do as a 

wildlife ambassador.

Mom!
Finally, you 

got here!

We arrived at my 

house, Chucao, time 

flew by
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to whom?

Seriously kids, I came all 

the way learning about 

Planetary Health and how 

everything is connected! Like multiverses? no, not like the 

multiverses, he, he, 

but on the planet

Did you know 

that...?

Ouch, it 

disappeared!

Oh, sure! 

Of 

course…
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31 The end



water and planetary health
Chile has had drought periods throughout its history. 
However, since 2010, a severe drought has lasted 
longer and to a geographical extent never seen 
before, covering the regions of Coquimbo and La 
Araucanía. The scientific community decided to call it 
a megadrought.

Basic concepts

waste and planetary health
On average, a person ingests plastic equivalent to a 
credit card a week and a coat hanger a month. This 
is because rubbish, and particularly plastic, does not 
disappear when we stop seeing it. In nature, plastic break 
down into small particles called microplastics, which are 
already in the air we breathe and the food and water 
we consume. This affects people’s health: it generates 
inflammatory diseases and some types of cancer.

anthropocene
The global environmental changes and the human’s 
footprint on the planet have been so large that the 
scientific community proposed calling these events 
“Anthropocene”.

Tienes razón, 
Chucao...

 nunca los había 
pensado así...

... pero sigo sin 
entender cómo se 
relaciona la de-
gradación de los 
ecosistemas con mi 

salud y la de 
otras personas...

“Déjame mostrarte con algunos ejemplos... ¿hace 
calor o no?

”Sí”

“¿Y has notado que cada vez son más frecuentes las 
olas de calor, la sequía y las inundaciones?”

“También”

esto lo desarrollaré en una secuencia. PENDIENTE

Si po María, eso demuestra que la 
salud y bienestar de todas las per-

sonas depende de la salud del 
medioambiente y del planeta... 

porque al final,
todo está conectado

¿cachai?

¿has pensado qué le 
hace este olor a 
bencina y aceite 
quemado a tus 
pulmones?
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sustainable development
Sustainable development is a human development 
that meets the needs of the people living in the world 
today without compromising the resources of future 
generations. In addition, the social and environmental 
effects of this development, not just economic ones, 
are taken into consideration. To support a sustainable 
development, the United Nations created 17 goals 
that, we as humanity, must achieve by 2030.

biodiversity and planetary health
People’s health depends on healthy ecosystems and 
natural systems. About 80 fruits and vegetables in our 
diet depend on pollinators (birds and insects that help 
plants reproduce by carrying pollen from one plant to 
another on their bodies).

anthropogenic climate change
Anthropogenic climate change is a change in the usual 
climate as a result of human activities. This translates 
into much more adverse weather such as heatwaves, 
heavy precipitation events, or hurricanes. All this 
affects people’s health.
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planetary health
Planetary health seeks to understand how the 
changes that human activities have generated in the 
environment affect people’s health.

energy efficiency
Energy efficiency refers to reducing the amount of 
energy needed while maintaining the same level of 
activity. That is, it is doing more with less.

urban planning and planetary health
The way cities are planned determines our health. 
Significant amounts of greenhouse gases are emitted 
by industries, heating systems, and transportation; 
large quantities of rubbish are produced; and green 
areas are exchanged for cement, losing biodiversity. All 
this affects people’s health. 
Additionally, cities determine what type of food we 
have access to (whether it is healthy or not) and 
promote (or not) physical activity and active lifestyles. 
Most cities are too large and have poor connectivity, 
encouraging the use of cars instead of public 
transport, replacing green areas with parking, and 
promoting sedentary lives.

food systems
It includes all interrelated activities from production, 
processing, transportation, distribution, consumption, 
and disposal of food products that are originated from 
agriculture, forestry, fisheries, and food industries. It 
also includes impacts or outcomes on economic, social, 
and natural environments.
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Links of interest
sociedad chilena de salud planetaria
www.sochisap.org 

planetary health (the lancet) 
https://www.thelancet.com/pb/assets/raw/
Lancet/infographics/planetary-health/planetary-
health-1436968578270.pdf
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Is it possible that what we do 
in our daily lives really affects 
planet Earth?

What can we do about it?

During María’s exhausting long car commute from her job at 
the municipal library to her home, the ambassador of Chilean 
wildlife, Chucao, suddenly appears in the passenger seat. Through 
a pleasant conversation, this “wild bird” will make you reflect on 
different aspects of its life, as well as the consequences of human 
behaviours on Earth. During this trip, María learns about “the 
Great Acceleration”, “fossil fuels”, “urban heat islands”, and the real 
impact of our decisions on the health of the planet and, therefore, 
on our own health and wellbeing.
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knowledge and reflection around the concept of Planetary Health 
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