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There are many compelling reasons why 
we need to clean up the global environ-
ment. One of the most pressing is that 
a polluted environment is a deadly one. 
Every year, almost 12.6 million people 
die from diseases associated with envi-
ronmental hazards, such as air, water or 
soil pollution, and climate change.1 That 
is one in four deaths worldwide.1

We now know that the single great-
est environmental risk to human health 
is through our most basic need – the air 
that we breathe.1 For years, governments 
have struggled to improve access to 
energy so they can promote economic 
development. But the largely unsus-
tainable energy path that the world has 
followed has come at an unacceptable 
cost. Air pollution, overwhelmingly 
resulting from energy production and 
use, causes heart and lung diseases and 
cancer, resulting in approximately 6.5 
million deaths each year.2

The energy sources that cause the 
release of deadly air pollutants, such as 
black carbon, also release greenhouse 
gases, including methane and carbon 
dioxide. Together, these drive climate 
change, which threatens to undermine 
all of the environmental conditions on 
which human lives depend – food, water, 
and shelter.3

By 2050, 66% of the world’s popula-
tion will live in urban areas, which are 
often characterized by pollution as well 
as heavy traffic, poor housing, limited 
access to water and sanitation services 
and other health risks.4

Environmental risks to health, like 
many of the challenges facing our world, 
are too complex and interconnected to 
be dealt with by simplistic, short-term 
solutions or by individual actors. That’s 
why the 2030 agenda for sustainable 
development, adopted by all countries, is 
so important. This, the world’s first ever 
global development plan, offers a unique 
opportunity for coherent, long-term ac-
tion by all of society for all of society.5

Many governments are now bring-
ing several ministries and departments 
together, for example linking up envi-
ronment, climate and health sectors, to 
take joint action. We saw this recently 
at the Conference of the Parties to the 
United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change when ministers of 
health and environment answered a call 
by the Government of Morocco to sign 
the Marrakech Ministerial Declaration 
on Health, Environment and Climate 
Change.6 The declaration recognizes that 
there is currently no global mechanism 
to bring the environment and health sec-
tors together to work on saving lives and 
protecting the planet, and calls on the 
relevant United Nations (UN) agencies 
to put a mechanism in place.6

The challenge now is to follow up 
this declaration with actions.

Simple interventions, such as reduc-
ing vehicle emissions and investments 
in rapid transit systems, will save lives. 
Benin, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Nigeria 
and Togo have committed to introduce 
low sulphur fuels by July 2017. Athens, 
Madrid, Mexico City and Paris plan to 
ban diesel vehicles by 2025. Implement-
ing proven interventions to address 
short-lived climate pollutants could save 
over 2.4 million lives a year, and reduce 
global warming by approximately 0.5°C, 
by 2050.7 In many cases the benefits will 
more than cover the cost of intervention.

Failure to take into account the 
health impacts of air pollution and other 
environmental damages is estimated 
to amount to a US$ 5.3 trillion dollar 
subsidy to polluting energy sources.8 
Failure to protect populations from envi-
ronmental risks is not just a human cost, 
but places an additional strain on health 
services. Health service-related cost is 
among the largest financial burdens for 
governments and individuals.

Just as it is in both the individual 
and the collective interest of countries 
and ministries to work together to ad-

dress complex problems, it is essential 
for all UN agencies to work more closely 
together to support them.

The United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP), the World Meteo-
rological Organization (WMO) and the 
World Health Organization (WHO) are 
working together to support countries to 
follow through on the aims of the Mar-
rakech Declaration. We are committed 
to joining our technical and financial 
resources behind a single environment 
and health plan. Air pollution will be 
our first priority due to the huge health 
impacts that it causes, as well as its close 
links with other risks, such as climate 
change and chemical contamination.

Each of us will bring our wealth 
of expertise in either climate, health or 
environment. WMO, through national 
meteorological agencies and their net-
work of ground and remote-sensing 
stations, provides the essential data on 
climate, and air quality conditions, and 
facilitates the delivery of related weather 
and climate services. UNEP works with 
Member States’ Ministries of Environ-
ment and other key policy-makers to 
help prevent and reverse environmental 
degradation, thereby supporting indi-
viduals and communities. WHO, with 
national Ministries of Health, monitors 
and assesses health exposures and health 
impacts, and provides guidance on how 
to reduce them.

By June 2017 our agencies will have 
developed a joint plan, seeking wider en-
gagement from other agencies and from 
the scientific, environment and health 
communities at large. In the words of 
the African proverb: “If you want to go 
fast, go alone. If you want to go far, go 
together.” ■

Working as one UN to address the root environmental causes of ill 
health
Margaret Chan,a Erik Solheimb & Petteri Taalasc

References
Available at: http://www.who.int/bulletin/vol-
umes/95/1/16-189225

a World Health Organization, avenue Appia 20, 1211 Geneva 27, Switzerland.
b United Nations Environment Programme, Nairobi, Kenya.
c World Meteorological Organization, Geneva, Switzerland.
 Correspondence to Margaret Chan (email: hernandezl@who.int).

Editorials



Editorials

2ABull World Health Organ 217;95:2 | doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.2471/BLT.16.189225

References
1. Prüss-Ustün A, Wolf J, Corvalán C, Neira M, editors. Preventing disease 

through healthy environments. A global assessment of the burden of disease 
from environmental risks. Geneva: World Health Organization; 2016. Available 
from: http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/204585/1/9789241565196_
eng.pdf?ua=1 [cited 2016 Dec 5].

2. Ambient air pollution: A global assessment of exposure and burden of 
disease. Geneva: World Health Organization; 2016. Available from: http://
www.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/250141/1/9789241511353-eng.
pdf?ua=1 [cited 2016 Dec 5].

3. Reducing global health risks through mitigation of short-lived 
climate pollutants. Scoping report for policy-makers. Geneva: World 
Health Organization; 2015. Available from: http://apps.who.int/iris/
bitstream/10665/189524/1/9789241565080_eng.pdf?ua=1 [cited 2016 Dec 5].

4. World urbanization prospects. The 2014 revision. Highlights (ST/ESA/
SER.A/352). New York: United Nations; 2014. Available from: https://esa.
un.org/unpd/wup/Publications/Files/WUP2014-Highlights.pdf [cited 2016 
Dec 5].

5. Transforming our world: the 2030 agenda for sustainable development. 
New York: United Nations; 2015.

6. Marrakech ministerial declaration on health, environment and climate 
change. In: Conference of the parties to the United Nations framework 
convention on climate change. (UNFCCC COP22), 15 November 2016. 
Marrakesh: Morocco; 2016. Available from: http://www.who.int/
globalchange/mediacentre/events/Ministerial-declaration-EN.pdf?ua=1 
[cited 2016 Dec 5].

7. Shindell D, Kuylenstierna JC, Vignati E, van Dingenen R, Amann M, Klimont 
Z, et al. Simultaneously mitigating near-term climate change and improving 
human health and food security. Science. 2012 Jan 13;335(6065):183–9. doi: 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.1210026 PMID: 22246768

8. Coady D, Parry I, Sears L, Shang B. How large are global energy subsidies? 
IMF working paper (WP/15/105). Washington: International Monetary Fund; 
2015. Available from: https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/wp/2015/
wp15105.pdf [cited 2016 Dec 5].


