
	

Health and Climate Change 
Download a PDF version of this resource. 

 
‘Climate change is the biggest global health threat of the 21st Century’ yet also 

'responding to climate change is the greatest global health opportunity of the 21st 
century’ (The Lancet) 

 
Climate change and its associated impacts such as air pollution are a huge health challenge to the 
UK and the rest of the world.  

 
How does climate change impact health? 

 
Just as climate change is caused by the release of greenhouse gases, which traps heat, the 
warming itself also alters the chemistry of the atmosphere in ways that impact our health. By 
2013, the concentration of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere had increased by 42% above levels 
before the Industrial Revolution (UKHACC, 2016). For example, global warming increases the 
levels of a gas called ozone in the lower atmosphere. The result of this increase is airway damage, 
reduced lung function and an increase in respiratory illnesses. 
 
Aside from air pollution, climate change has other impacts on health. In 2014, the World Health 
Organization (WHO) estimated that between 2030 and 2050, climate change will cause an 
additional 250,000 deaths worldwide per year from malaria, diarrhoea, heat exposure and under 
nutrition. 
 
An outline of what this resource will include: 

 

 
 

CLIMATE CHANGE 
AND HEALTH IN THE 
UK 
Having some key facts to 
hand can not only back up 
your MP 'asks', but can also 
offer something to MPs 
themselves, who have to 
know a little about a lot. Click 
the button below to learn 
more about how climate 
change is already impacting 
health in the UK. 
	

AIR POLLUTION AND 
HEALTH 
Air pollution is one of the 
major health threats in the 
UK. However, tackling air 
pollution can have numerous 
benefits for preventing and 
adapting to climate change. 
Click here to find out about 
the co-benefits of tackling air 
pollution and climate change 
in a joined up way. 
	

WHAT CAN I TALK TO 
MY MP ABOUT? 
Learn more about how you 
can tailor your MP meeting to 
the co-benefits of tackling 
health and climate change. 
Here you can read about 
active travel, air quality 
monitoring and promoting 
alternatives to diesel and 
petrol cars. Here you can also 
find out about working with 
your Councillor on this issue. 
	



	

Health and Climate Change in the UK 

  
Sea levels in the UK are expected to rise by up to 1 metre by 2100, resulting in 5 million people 
at risk from flooding over the next 60 years. In the UK, more frequent and severe flooding have 
already begun to impact health in the UK. The Committee on Climate Change highlights the 
mental health impacts of flooding, with the 2007 flood victims up to five times more likely to 
experience stress and anxiety. Furthermore, 7% of hospitals, 9% of GP surgeries and health 
centres and 13% of police, fire and ambulance stations are built on flood plains, putting a risk of 
flooding on these services which impact human health. 
 
Unless warming trends are reversed, average summer temperatures in the south-east of England 
are projected to rise by over 2°C. This is warmer than the 2003 heat wave that killed 2,000 people 
in England and Wales (RCPCH). The Met Office warns that summers like that of 2003 could 
occur as frequently as every other year up to 2050. The Royal College of Physicians predicts that 
heat related deaths in the UK could increase to 7,000 a year with children and older people most 
at risk. Furthermore, the economic burden of heat waves to the NHS will increase: the 2003 heat 
wave cost the NHS £41.4 million and cost the whole economy £399.8 million (RCPCH). 
 
Other impacts of climate change on health include: 

• Increased disease risk: changing temperatures mean insects carrying disease can move to 
different countries, the UK being one of them. 

• Higher UV exposure related to increasing temperatures increases the risk of skin cancer 
  

Risk to food supply caused by change in temperature and rainfall and more extreme weather 
events. 46% of the UK’s food is imported (19-Breaking the fever) so floods or droughts around 
the world could majorly impact the cost of food in the UK, impacting the most vulnerable first. 

 

Air Pollution and Health 
 

HOW DOES AIR POLLUTION IMPACT HEALTH? 
Air pollution plays a pivotal role in the process of climate change. Outdoors, the range of 
pollutants we are exposed to are multiple and many of these come from vehicles. These 
pollutants include particulates (mostly from diesel engines), nitrogen oxides (exhaust gases), and 
ozone (from chemical reactions in the atmosphere). Many of the changes that would decrease the 
prevalence of air pollution and protect our health, would also help slow down the process of 
global warming. 
 
The impacts of air pollution on health are extensive, with outdoor air pollution contributing to 
40,000 deaths per year in the UK. There are also proven links between air pollution and cancer, 
asthma, heart disease, obesity and strokes (RCPCH). Cars and vans alone are responsible for 



	

10,000 early deaths each year (UK Energy Research Centre). 
 
Although air pollution is harmful to everyone, some people suffer more from air pollution, 
making air pollution also an issue of inequality. These reasons include (RCPCH): 

• Live, go to school, or work near busy roads. 
• Live in deprived areas; often poorer households are located in inner city areas with 

higher pollution levels. 
• Have existing medical conditions, or are more vulnerable because of their age. Harm to 

children and babies will have impacts into the future. 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THE COST OF AIR POLLUTION 
Pollution from cars and vans costs approximately £6 billion in damage to health each year in the 
UK. 
 
Health costs to the NHS from air pollution is much worse in cities. Researchers at the 
Universities of Oxford and Bath have found that the associated health costs of one car running 
on fossil fuels amount to £1640 over it's lifetime, increasing to £5,107 for a van. They also found 
that for a diesel car in a city, the associated health costs can be as high as £16,424. 
 
If every new car in 2019 were electric it would save more than £325 million in health costs in the 
first year, according to environmental charity Global Action Plan which organises Clean Air 
Day.  Swapping one in four car journeys in urban areas for walking or cycling could save more 
than £1.1 billion in damage to health each year (Global Action Plan). 
 
This presents an economic case for cleaning up the air we breathe. 
 
THE IMPACTS OF AIR POLLUTION ON CHILDREN'S HEALTH 
Unicef reports that 4.5 million children in the UK are growing up in areas with toxic levels of 
pollution. 
 
A recent report found that children breath in 30% more air pollution than adults because of their 
proximity to car exhaust fumes. Children's lungs are especially vulnerable given they are still 
developing. This higher exposure puts children at risk from lasting damage, such as asthma. The 
same research also found that for the children who are driven to school, the threat from air 
pollution is higher- they are exposed to double the pollution than they would be on the 
pavement. 
 
Does your MP have an interest in children and young people? Or are they passionate about 
improving education? Approaching air pollution from this perspective is a good way to find 



	

common ground. 
 
You can read a summary of the research here, where you will also find a quote from 
Environment Secretary Michael Gove MP. 

Thermal imaging shows how children’s shorter height places them closer to passing exhaust 
fumes. Photograph: FLIR/Global Action Plan 

 
 
 
WHAT IS ALREADY BEING DONE TO TACKLE AIR POLLUTION? 
In 2015, the government announced that they would phase out coal-fired power stations by 2025 
and restrict their use by 2023, which is a major step forward. The UK outperformed on its 
second carbon budget (31% reduction by 2017) and this was mainly due to a decrease in the use 
of coal for electricity generation. However, the Clean Growth Strategy, published by the 
government in October 2017 highlights that these out-performances will be ‘carried over’ to 
future targets which the UK is not on track to meet. You can talk to your MP about your 
concern as by carrying forward these targets, the UK risks falling behind on carbon emission 
reductions, and losing out on the many benefits of moving towards a low carbon economy. 
 
Last July, the Environment Secretary, Michael Gove, announced that the government's “Road to 
Zero Strategy” would include an outright ban on petrol, diesel and certain hybrid cars by 2040.  
 
However as of June 2018, weaker language is now being used by ministers: 'the government’s 
“mission” is to put the UK at the forefront of design and manufacturing of zero-emission 
vehicles and to ensure the elimination of polluting cars from the streets by 2040.'  
 
Click here to learn more about what you can ask of your MP relating to climate change and 
health. 

 
 



	

Issues to Raise with your MP on Health and 
Climate Change 

 
In this section you will find a range of issues relating to health and climate change that you may 
choose to discuss with your MP.  We are able to provide further briefings on any of the issues 
below- contact us if you would like one! It can be useful to send a briefing to your MP ahead of 
the meeting, so that they may familiarize themselves with your chosen issue. Also, providing your 
MP with an A4 side of information can be beneficial to your MP. As they have to know a little 
about a lot of issues, many MPs are grateful for a summary of an issue that impacts their local 
constituents. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	



	

 
PROMOTE ACTIVE TRAVEL 
Transport now contributes to 26% of the UK’s greenhouse gases, more than any other sector in 
the UK. Active travel can bring about major health benefits and improve quality of life, as well as 
reducing air pollution associated with transport. 
 
However, since the 1950s, the number of people taking part in active travel has progressively 
declined. Between 1995 and 2013 the total distance walked declined by 30% and distance cycled 
declined by 20% since 1952 (RCPCH). Health advantages of increasing the number of people 
involved include reducing obesity, diabetes, coronary heart disease, stroke and improved mental 
health (UKHACC). The estimated cost to the NHS for treating obesity and related death in 
England was £4.2billion in 2007 (UKHACC). The NHS could save an estimated £17 billion over 
the next 20 years if walking and cycling is increased across England and Wales (Lancet).  
 
Therefore, the incentive for active travel, in terms of reducing the cost burden to the NHS is very 
clear. However currently investment into active transport represents only a tiny fractions of the 
annual amount spent on transport (RCPCH). 
 
Overall, active travel is a cost effective way to increase physical activity and reduce health issues 
whilst reducing emissions at the same time. 

 

 
PROMOTE ALTERNATIVES TO DIESEL AND ELECTRIC VEHICLES 
In the UK today, approximately half of cars run on diesel. However, on a national level, 
incentives for the take up of electric vehicles have recently stalled. As of 1st April 2018, changes 
were made to vehicle excise duty, meaning that all new cars pay the same tax, irrelevant of 
pollution volumes. You could ask your MPs opinion on this. After being more aware of the 
health impacts of such a change, your MP may be willing to ask a question on whether the health 
impacts of vehicle pollutants were considered when changes to vehicle excise duty were 
implemented. 
 
The UK is placed to take advantage for new markets for EVs. Global annual sales of EVs 
jumped 60% in 2016. Britain is currently the fourth largest vehicle producer in Europe, 
producing 1.68 million vehicles and 2.37 engines in 2015. Around 80% of these are exported to 
more than 100 countries. A survey by Jaguar Land Rover found that according to the public, lack 
of infrastructure (charging points) is the main obstacle to buying an Electric Vehicle. Every major 
manufacturer now has an Electric vehicle in prototype phase. Despite these multi-million 
investments, the UK Government has spent far less on installing the necessary infrastructure.  
 
Now that the target to stop the sale of petrol and diesel vehicles from 2040 is in place, you can 
talk to your MP about the need to increase the infrastructure to allow this industry to 
grow and so that Britain can take advantage of this growing market. Another key ask, would be 
talking to your MP about the need to bring forward the ban on fossil fuel cars by 10 years, to 
2030. Green Alliance say that a 2030 target would 'reduce the current gap in meeting the UK’s 

CASE STUDY: BRISTOL 
Having an example of where steps have been taken to increase active travel can be useful to 
discuss with your MP, to show them how improving health through active travel can play out in 
practice. 
From 2008, Bristol City Council recognized the health benefits that active travel could have for 
residents. 20mph speed limits were implemented across the city, work was carried out to 
increase road safety, and new cycle and pedestrian schemes were rolled out. Key outcomes of 
this include: 

• Commuting by car is no longer the norm for residents under 40 
• More people in Bristol now walk or cycle to work than in any other local authority in 

England and Wales. 
•



	

carbon budgets by 60-85 per cent.' 
 

 
EXPAND CLEAN AIR ZONES AND IMPLEMENT IN OTHER CITIES 
Linked to the promotion of active travel, the expansion of clean air zones will promote active 
transport by providing walkable and car free areas. In urban centres in the UK, diesel engines 
account for 40% of air pollution (UKHACC). Sadiq Khan recently confirmed that London’s 
ultra low emissions zone would expand out to the north and south circular road boundaries, 
covering a massive area, with polluting vehicles having to pay £12.50 a day. Government 
approval would dramatically increase the political cover, which would spur more local authorities 
into implementing such schemes. You can talk to your MP about speaking in favour of clean air 
zones, and supporting the local council in implementing such a scheme. 
 
RETAIN AND IMPROVE EU AIR QUALITY STANDARDS 
In 2008 the EU implemented the Ambient Air 
Quality Directive which set legally binding limits 
for pollutant concentrations. All EU directives 
have to be transposed into national law, and this 
directive required that EU member states must 
monitor air quality and prepare plans for 
achieving objectives. However, the UK 
currently breaches nitrogen dioxide limits set by 
the European Union in 44 out of 51 British 
towns and cities (World Health Organization). 
For example, by February 2018, London had 
already breached its legal nitrogen dioxide levels 
for the whole year. However this is a slight 
improvement from 2017, when it took just 5 
days. 
You could raise your concerns with your MP that as the UK is currently in breach of EU 
regulations regarding air quality, you are worried that Brexit air quality controls may slip further. 
Whilst decisions are being made, you could ask your MP to ask a question around what the 
government plans to do to retain EU level standards, to ensure further health effects aren’t 
realized. 
 
TACKLE INEQUALITY 
Given that some of the most deprived communities are exposed to the highest levels of air 
pollution, you can ask your MP to prioritize action here if this is an issue in your constituency. 
This higher exposure to poor communities results in a 10 year average gap in life expectancy 



	

(RCPCH) making this issue really important for many communities around the UK. 
 
 
EFFECTIVE AIR POLLUTION MONNITORING 
The effective monitoring must track changes and exposure to harmful pollutants in your local 
area. You can ask your MP to find out who is in charge of air pollution monitoring if they are not 
already aware, and ask them to share with you their findings. All of this information should be 
totally transparent to the public. This can also help educate your MP, providing a ‘reward’ in 
terms of improving their local knowledge. Once you have the results, you may choose to work 
on a strategy with your MP, perhaps to tackle high pollution levels adjacent to a local school 
playground for example. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


