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Vision
To stimulate action for the Public Health role to address climate change and promote sustainable
communities to ensure health improvement and reduce inequalities.

Audience
Addressing climate change is everyone’s responsibility. This Guidance Summary is specifically
targeted at the role of Public Health in leading and influencing the wider agenda including: Local
Authorities, LSPs, PCT commissioners, NHS Trusts, SHA, Public Health communities, Social
Services, Employers, Voluntary and Community Sector, and Citizens with an interest in promoting
sustainability and addressing climate change.

Why Climate Change is Important
Overview: Climate change has been a matter for scientific and political concern since the 1980s.
But it has gained special prominence in the UK following the release of the Stern Review on the
Economics of Climate Change and the recent scientific reports of the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC), which together provide decisive evidence of the role of human activities
in changing the climate, the potential impacts on our society and ecosystems and the urgent need
to take action to reduce greenhouse gas emissions (GHG), and adapt to these impacts. The risk of
not acting now threatens the widening of health inequalities, whereas the benefits of strong and
early action results in potential gains to health improvement. 

Climate change is important for a host of reasons:
Global issue – Climate change is global in its causes and consequences, and solving the problem
requires an international collective action. It poses increased threats to global food security, social
cohesion, conflicts, migration, security, natural disasters (flooding/droughts) and links with the
Chief Medical Officer’s (CMO’s) Global Health Strategy.

Magnitude – The impact of climate change is already being felt. The sheer magnitude of the
challenge based on predicated climate change models is formidable. It will not affect human health
in isolation, but will simultaneously affect ecological, economic, social, political and demographic
changes widening health inequalities between rich and poor parts of the world. 

Economics – It presents a unique challenge for economic strategies: it is the greatest and widest-
ranging market failure ever seen. By not acting, the overall costs and risks of climate change will
be equivalent to losing at least 5-20% of global GDP each year, (Stern Review, 2006).

Health – If not addressed, climate change will impact negatively, countering the dramatic
improvements in health and life expectancy achieved so far. Some of the measures taken to reduce
GHG emissions are themselves likely to have a positive impact on health for e.g. promoting active
transport resulting in improved physical health and reduced obesity, improvements in air quality
leading to reduced respiratory illness.
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Feasibility of solutions – Tackling climate change is daunting but doable. There are several examples
of where Government policy has overcome similar challenges for e.g. the government’s Clean Air
Act of 1956, in response to the ‘Great Smog of 1952’ and the ‘1987 Montreal Protocol’ banning
chlorofluorocarbons to tackle ozone depletion are evidence to this. However, these problems were
simple and technically easy to address compared to climate change. Even so, there is a range of cross
cutting mitigation and adaptation options that can make a significant impact on the climate
problem; strong, deliberate policy action is required to motivate their take-up.

Challenges – Climate change poses unprecedented challenges ranging from global policy
challenges to personal and social action; for example aviation policy contains competing agendas
in pushing reduction/maintenance in aviation impacts. 

Potential Health Impacts of Climate Change in the UK
Climate change will have the following potential health and wider societal impacts: 

• Heatwave-related health problems: Heatwaves are projected to become more
frequent resulting in increased heat and pollution-related illness and deaths as a result
of hotter, drier summers. The very old and young, chronically ill and poor are most
susceptible

• Cold-related illness and deaths: Cold-related illness, falls, crashes and deaths are
likely to decline due to warmer, wetter winters1

• River, coastal flooding and flash floods: The risk of major flooding disasters caused
by severe winter gales, heavy rainfall and coastal erosion will potentially increase
contamination of drinking water, increase water borne infections and exposure to
toxic pollutants, accompanied with psychological consequences, disruption, injuries
and deaths. Later effects of flooding include stress and mental health problems. River
floods or storm surges, which can be forecast several days in advance, have fewer
casualties compared to flash floods where there is no prior warning

• Infectious diseases: Cases of food poisoning (Campylobacter infections, Salmonellosis)
and water borne disease (Cryptosporidiosis) linked to warm weather are likely to
increase

• Vector-borne diseases: (ticks and Lyme disease) may present local problems due to
changes in the ecosystem, but the increase in their overall impact is likely to be small

• Sunburn and skin cancer: are likely to increase because of greater exposure to warmer
weather

• Possible ancillary health benefits: such as increased physical activity due to extended
warm weather but outcomes could be worse due to extreme heat. Possibly healthier
eating if  sustainable farming and food policy are adopted 

• Extreme weather-related events (natural disasters: droughts, hurricanes): leading to
social disruption, injuries, deaths, disability, migration, homelessness and food
shortages.

The health impact of climate change
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1 The IPCC Climate Change 2007: The Physical Science Basis policy states that based on current model simulations,
it is very likely that the Meridional Overturning Circulation (MOC) of the Atlantic Ocean will slow down during the
21st century. But, it is very unlikely that the MOC will undergo a large abrupt transition during the 21st century.
Longer-term changes in the MOC cannot be assessed with confidence. Currently, this can be regarded as a high
impact-low probability event, with the potential consequence of the temperature over the UK lowering by 3-5°C. Any
such weakening would have the effect of slowing warming rather than leading to cooling.  



Coping with Climate Change
Anticipating the impacts of climate change will help reduce the severity on health.

Climate Change: Managing Health Impact (partly adapted from WHO)

What Works 
We need to take a two-fold approach to tackling climate change:

Mitigation – which will reduce the level of greenhouse gases and thus reduce the likelihood of
future dangerous climate change; and 

Adaptation –  to deal with the impacts of climate change that we are already experiencing and
cannot avoid in the future due to the inertia of the climate system.

MITIGATION POLICIES – these minimise future impacts of climate change by reducing 
or stabilising GHG emissions. Action is being taken both in the UK and internationally to reduce
GHG emissions, to moderate global warming. Further information on the UK’s actions to reduce
domestic emissions and promote international action can be found at:
www.climatechallenge.gov.uk. 

ADAPTATION POLICIES – these include measures to cope with the unavoidable impacts of climate
change. A certain amount of change is inevitable and societies need to adapt to   the most severe
impacts. This can be done by assessing what the health and non-health impacts might be for the
UK and to develop strategies and tools for dealing with them. The Climate Change Bill will make
it a requirement for public authorities to assess and address the need to adapt to climate change.
The UK Climate Impacts Programme (UKCIP) is currently the main source of advice on preparing
for climate change. Defra is developing an Adaptation Policy Framework to ensure that adaptation
policies across government sectors are developed in a coherent way.  

Promoting sustainable communities
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Ways Forward
Sustainable development and climate change are interrelated. Aspects of sustainable development
contain the solution to addressing climate change, as illustrated in the diagram below. The UK’s
Sustainable Development Strategy (UK SDS) Securing the Future, meets the challenge of moving
to a low carbon society through the 5 shared UK principles of sustainable development.

Although adaptation and mitigation are seen as two separate entities, in reality there is overlap
between these areas. For example, insulation reduces carbon emissions and also helps stabilise
building temperatures and protect against heatwaves.

Climate change should be at the core of the agenda of Public Health, NHS and Local Authorities.
There are a number of opportunities to address climate change and to promote sustainable
communities. 

There are many opportunities for Public Health to influence the delivery of climate change and
sustainable development outcomes across the 4 themes of Local Area Agreements. 

Measures to address climate change are summarised overleaf in the form of a sustainable code to
reduce our carbon footprint:

The health impact of climate change
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Reducing Our Carbon Footprint Code
A sustainable code for the health sector – for hospitals and communities

1. Take a lead in addressing carbon emissions
• Get organisational sign up, identify a Carbon Champion 
• Adopt the NHS good corporate citizen toolkit 
• Support the adoption of Local Area Agreements that help reduce carbon emissions 
• Ensure climate change is incorporated into Joint Strategic Needs Assessments

2. Undertake a carbon audit
• Measure the organisation’s current carbon footprint by linking with the Carbon

Trust’s NHS Carbon Management Programme
• Identify practical energy efficiency measures based on audit findings
• Set a target for reducing carbon emissions related to the Climate Change Bill

3. Place energy at the heart of the organisation – Save money, increase efficiency
• Adjust heating controls, upgrade light fittings, use energy efficient bulbs and switch

off computer monitors and lights when not in use
• Sign energy contracts with 100% renewable energy providers, consider technology to

increase renewable energy use – solar, wind turbines
• Maximise roof, wall and draft insulation in order to reduce fuel use
• Consider electricity and heat generation through Combined Heat and Power (CHP)

installations.

4. Reduce water consumption and flooding
• Use tap designs and flushes that minimise water consumption
• Encourage use of tap water to drink 
• Increase green area to concrete ratio to increase absorption of flood water

5. Make sustainable transport policies
• Promote Travel Plans and transport policy that encourage public or active transport 
• Increase ‘virtual’ meetings and teleconferencing, encourage train use versus flying
• Maintain vehicles to maximise energy efficiency – check tyre pressures and replace

existing stock with more energy efficient models

6. Ensure sustainable catering and food procurement policies 
• Promote to the extent possible local food procurement and cut down on food miles
• Provide healthier, fresh, seasonal menus; increase vegetable to meat protein ratio and

reduce use of processed foods
• Recommend the use of green gyms, allotments and city farms

7. Influence sustainable housing and the built environment 
• Design sustainable healthcare buildings with green spaces which provide healing

views, assist in cooling and in flood run off
• Promote summer cooling by increasing internal and external shading, plant trees and

green the surrounding environment
• Work in partnership to increase uptake of fuel poverty grants to insulate houses

8. Develop a carbon neutral waste management policy
• Build environmental awareness, recycling and sustainable printing into the workplace

environment
• Implement environmentally friendly waste contracts and procedures

9. Promote local employment and skills
• Boost local recruitment through skills qualifications and “Grow your own” workforce
• Adopt flexible work systems that reduce commuting

Promoting sustainable communities
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This Guidance Summary has been compiled by the Regional Public Health Group based in the
Government Office of the South East. It aims to summarise key public health issues based upon
evidence, in order to facilitate good practice and improve health at local and regional levels.
This is NOT a policy document.

For further information contact: South East Regional Public Health Group –
Jo.Nurse@dh.gsi.gov.uk or Marie-Clare.Lobo@nhpct.nhs.uk

Electronic copies can be found at: www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/DH_082692 
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