
 

 

 
 

April 13, 2022 

 

The Honorable Xavier Becerra 

Secretary  

US Department of Health and Human Services 

200 Independence Avenue SW 

Washington, D.C. 20201 

 

Dear Secretary Becerra, 

 

On behalf of The Root Cause Coalition, we express our support for the Department of Health 

and Human Services’ creation of the Office of Climate Change and Health Equity (OCCHE). 

During the OCCHE kickoff telecast in August 2021, you stated you would use every tool in the 

toolbox to address the climate crisis. We write to offer the Coalition’s perspective and 

partnership as we work towards our mutual goal of achieving health equity.  

 

Founded in 2015, The Root Cause Coalition (TRCC) is a national non-profit organization with 

more than 90 members, representing a wide variety of sectors including health systems, hospital 

associations, foundations, businesses, national and community nonprofits, health insurers, 

academic institutions, local governments and policy centers. Our organization was established to 

bring together cross-sector partners to reverse and end the systemic root causes of health 

inequities by addressing the social determinants of health. 

 

As the threat of climate change continues to grow, environmental consequences continue to 

exacerbate existing health disparities. New public health challenges caused by persistent air and 

water quality issues and increased frequency of extreme weather events disproportionately affect 

low-income communities and communities of color, who typically have less access to social, 

political, and economic resources. A 2021 report from the U.S. Environmental Protection 

Agency found that Black and African American individuals are 40% more likely than non-Black 

individuals to currently live in areas with the highest projected increases in mortality rates due to 

climate-driven changes in extreme temperatures.  

 

These problems will only escalate, as 2022 is projected to be the first year in human history that 

atmospheric CO2, the primary greenhouse gas (GHG), will average more than 50% above 

preindustrial levels. Methane, a far more potent GHG, is today 2.5 times higher in concentration 

than pre-industrial levels. This explains, in part, why 20 of the 21 hottest recorded years have 

occurred since 2000. Since the 1980s, each decade has been warmer than the previous.     

 

 



 

 

 

We hope OCCHE will develop and implement a course of action that includes the following 

policy recommendations as a substantive start to addressing this ongoing environmental and 

public health crisis: 

 

1. We strongly encourage HHS leadership to work collaboratively with the Treasury 

Department, Department of Energy and other appropriate departments and agencies to 

develop green energy resources for the health care sector, so providers no longer harm 

their beneficiaries via their carbon emissions. We know you are aware that 58% of excess 

annual US deaths are caused by fossil fuel emissions and the U.S. health care industry’s 

emissions alone are commensurate with 98,000 U.S. deaths annually.   

2. Working with healthcare leaders across the nation to establish targets, the Centers for 

Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) could consider initiating an aggressive effort to 

tie provider and payer reimbursement to carbon emission reduction targets. Efforts should 

also be made to measure and reward quality performance in the context of carbon 

emission reduction and account for climate crisis-related health risks in case mix 

adjustment.    

3. We encourage HHS to have MedPAC and MACPAC study climate crisis health harms on 

Medicaid and Medicare beneficiary populations and make related recommendations to 

address. 

4. Working with healthcare industry leaders, HHS should establish health care industry 

public sustainability reporting. Per research published in JAMA in 2018, the health care 

sector significantly lags behind other economic sectors in sustainability reporting despite 

cost savings resulting from reductions in energy use and improvements in waste 

management. See Dr. Emily Senay’s related/subsequent article just published in NEJM 

(here).  

 

We truly believe that the OCCHE, and HHS as a whole, has the opportunity to advance health 

and racial equity and improve the lives of millions of Americans by acting with urgency and 

implementing these important policy changes. The Root Cause Coalition is eager to work with 

you in this endeavor.  If you have any questions or need further assistance, please don’t hesitate 

to reach us at bpetee@rootcausecoalition.org or tdorney@rootcausecoalition.org.  

 

 

Sincerely, 

     
 
Barbara Petee 

President 

The Root Cause Coalition 

 

Thomas Dorney 

Director 

The Root Cause Coalition 

 

https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(17)30505-6/fulltext
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4900601/
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2695076
https://catalyst.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/CAT.21.0362
mailto:bpetee@rootcausecoalition.org
mailto:tdorney@rootcausecoalition.org


 

 

 

 
Cc: 

Surgeon General of the United States, Vice Admiral Vivek Murthy, MD, MBA 

Assistant Secretary for Health, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Admiral Rachel Levine, 

MD 

Interim Director, Office of Climate Change and Health Equity, John Balbus, MD, MPH 

Chair of the House Committee on Ways and Means, Representative Richard Neal 

Ranking Member of the House Committee on Ways and Means, Representative Kevin Brady 

Chair of the House Committee on Energy and Commerce, Representative Frank Pallone 

Ranking Member of the House Committee on Energy and Commerce, Representative Cathy McMorris 

Rodgers 

Chair of the House Select Committee on the Climate Crisis, Representative Kathy Castor 

Ranking Member of the House Select Committee on the Climate Crisis, Representative Garret Graves 

Chair of the Senate Committee on Health, Education, Labor and Pensions, Senator Patty Murray 

Ranking Member of the Senate Committee on Health, Education, Labor and Pensions, Senator Richard 

Burr 

Chair of the Senate Committee on Finance, Senator Ron Wyden 

Ranking Member of the Senate Committee on Finance, Senator Mike Crapo 

Chair of Senate Democrats Special Committee on the Climate Crisis, Senator Brian Schatz 

 


