WHO calls on countries to protect health from climate change
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Climate change is the defining issue for the 21st century.

According to WHO estimates, climate change is already causing tens of thousands of deaths
every year - from shifting patterns of disease, from extreme weather events, such as
heat-waves and floods, and from the degradation of air quality, food and water supplies, and
sanitation.

The upcoming United Nations Climate Change Conference (COP-21) in Paris offers the world
an important opportunity to not only reach a strong international climate agreement, but also to
protect the health of current and future generations. WHO considers the Paris treaty to be a
significant public health treaty — one that has the potential to save lives worldwide.

In 2012, WHO estimated 7 million people died from air pollution-related diseases, making it the
world’s largest single environmental health risk. It is predicted that climate change will cause an
additional 250 000 deaths per year from malaria, diarrhoea, heat stress and under-nutrition
between 2030 and 2050. Children, women and the poor in lower income countries will be the
most vulnerable and most affected, widening health gaps.

Not only are ways to combat climate change already known and well-documented, they can
bring important health gains. As WHO’s new series of climate change and health country
profiles illustrate, investments in low-carbon development, clean renewable energy, and
strengthening climate resilience, are also investments in health.

Implementing proven interventions to reduce emissions of short-lived climate pollutants, like
black carbon and methane, for example achieving higher vehicle emissions and efficiency
standards, would be expected to save approximately 2.4 million lives a year and reduce global
warming by about 0.5°C by 2050. Placing a price on polluting fuels to compensate their
negative health impacts would be expected to cut outdoor air pollution deaths by half, reduce
carbon dioxide emissions by more than 20%, and raise approximately $3 trillion per year in
revenue — over half the total value of health spending by all of the world’s governments.

Strengthening health resilience to climate risks, including measures such as early-warning
systems for more frequent and severe heatwaves, and protection of water, sanitation, and
hygiene services against floods and droughts, would ensure that recent progress against
climate-sensitive diseases, is not slowed or reversed.

Nevertheless, the profound consequences for health are still not given sufficient attention in
debates about climate change.

In preparation for COP-21, countries have made important commitments to cut greenhouse
gas emissions and scale up adaptation to climate change, but more needs to be done. If
countries take strong actions to address climate change, while protecting and promoting health,
they will collectively bring about a planet that is not only more environmentally intact, but also
has cleaner air, more abundant and safer freshwater and food, more effective and fairer health
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and social protection systems - and as a result, healthier people.

The United Nations Climate Change Conference is the time for the health community to lend
their voice to the international climate discussion and ask countries to come together and make
bold commitments to protect our planet and the health of current and future generations.

WHO climate change and health country profiles

To empower ministers of health and other decision-makers to advocate for health in the
upcoming climate negotiations, WHO, in collaboration with the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change Secretariat and other partners, has launched the first set of
Climate Change and Health Country Profiles for 14 countries.

The profiles provide a snapshot of up-to-date information about the current and future impacts
of climate change on human health, current policy responses in individual countries. They also
highlight that actions to mitigate climate change, such as shifting to cleaner energy sources,
public transport, walking and biking, can also benefit health.

For example, the profiles show that a combination of high greenhouse gas emissions and
weak protection would expose an additional 7 million people annually in Bangladesh to coastal
flooding and its associated health risks between 2070 and 2100; while low emissions and
strong adaptation measures, could reduce this to approximately 14 000. In Nigeria,
implementing measures to reduce short-lived climate pollutants could prevent almost 70
000 premature deaths per year from outdoor air pollution, from 2030 onwards.

The countries profiled are: Bangladesh, Brazil, Colombia, Egypt, Ethiopia, Ghana, Malaysia,
Morocco, Nigeria, Oman, Peru, Philippines, Tanzania and Thailand. Additional profiles will be
launched in December and early 2016.
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