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I’ve always been in awe of the natural world around me. Growing up from the time I was in pre-
school, you could always find me exploring the great outdoors, whether it was bringing home 
rocks or leaves as a kid and now as an adult, planning my free moments around enjoying the 
endless beauty of the Pacific Northwest. It is this natural beauty and bounty that originally made 
me want to move to Seattle after having grown up in Louisiana.  
 
I learned about climate change years after the science was already available, even after 
completing my Masters in community/public health nursing. We talked about things like global 
food scarcity and communicable disease and infant mortality, but none of our courses involved 
an intentional dialogue focused on our inextricable link as humans to the health of our rapidly 
warming planet.  
 
Luckily (although the reason was unlucky), I was able to immerse myself in environmental 
health (and eventually learning about climate change) as a result of the BP Oil Spill. This event, 
the largest man-made disaster in history, took place in 2010 just as I was transitioning into my 
Masters year of nursing. I returned home to Louisiana first to investigate, then intermittently 
working as chair of the Gulf Future Coalition Public Health workgroup for the next few years. 
During this time, I was also fortunate enough to be introduced to Seattle-based Karen Bowman, 
an incredibly savvy environmental and occupational health nurse and long-time WPSR member. 
This is when I became involved with WPSR and now Co-Chair our Climate and Health Task 
Force.  
 
The reality of what the BP Oil Spill and its subsequent dispersant cleanup meant for the health of 
ecosystems, the fishing and seafood industry, not to mention the 10+ million people living along 
the Gulf Coast, felt overwhelming and devastating. Wrapping my head around the cognitive 
implications of climate change as Co-Chair of the Health Care Without Harm Nurses Workgroup 
a year later felt even more daunting. My processing these realities can best be compared to what 
Kübler-Ross coined the five stages of grief: Denial, Anger, Bargaining, Depression, and 
Acceptance.  
 
It took getting to acceptance before I could take action. It took acceptance for me to no longer 
think, “Someone else will take care of this. I’m just one person. It doesn’t matter what I do.” And 
so on…  
 
In retrospect maybe certain events happen in our lives for reasons we may not understand for 
years to come, if ever. I was studying in London during the summer of 2003, the hottest 
European summer on record since 1540. Reported heat-related death tolls in Europe that summer 
are estimated upwards of 70,000 people. I vividly remember riding the underground metro 
around London without A/C or ventilation then returning to our 7th story flat, also without A/C. 
It was excruciatingly hot. My experience in the summer of 2003 reminds me that I (we) have no 
choice but to take action on climate change.  
 



In recent years, I’ve felt myself in this dichotomy between two worlds- the world where I grew 
up and where many friends and family still live—in Texas and Louisiana—and the world where 
I live—in Seattle and the Pacific Northwest. Both are still “home” to me. Yet they seem so 
different, and their experience and perception of climate change are certainly different. I read 
recently that in May of 2015, the volume of rainfall that fell in Texas could supply the world’s 
drinking water for 27 years. I know we get a lot of rain in Seattle, but that’s unbelievable. And 
yet these places are not that different, nor are the people who inhabit them. We are all sharing 
this one planet and its natural resources together.  
 
Much like the human body, our planet and its ecosystems are constantly adapting every moment 
of every day to maintain homeostasis—but it too has its limits. The importance of climate change 
is bigger than political factions and individual agendas. It will not wait while we are paralyzed 
with fear or indecision. Bill McKibben said in a Seattle Town Hall talk recently, “The most 
important thing an individual can do when it comes to climate change is to not be an individual.” 
Each of us has a role if we are to make a difference. He also said we must not only act decisively, 
but collaboratively.  
 
As nurses we are trained to communicate environmental and public health threats to our patients 
and to the public. As a nurse and wellness coach, I understand that for all our sophisticated 
knowledge and technology, humans are still very much creatures of habit. We are creatures of 
habit, yet our capacity to adapt and evolve is boundless. When we are able to connect our 
adaptive capacity with our willingness to take action on climate change, change starts to happen.  
 
It has been an honor and privilege to be part of this Climate and Health Task Force with 
individuals who know that change begins from within each of us. Together we can and are 
making a difference.  
Mary Margaret, sitting left of her Health Care Without Harm Nurses Workgroup Co-Chair Kelli 
Barber Avanzino in Glacier National Park, June 2013. Climate models predict the largest of 
these glaciers may be gone by the year 2030.  

 


