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Health and Climate Change 
 
 

‘Climate	change	is	the	biggest	global	health	threat	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? 
 
In 2015, the Lancet Report said that ‘responding to climate change could be the greatest 
global health opportunity of the 21st century’ outlining the co-benefits of tackling both in 
joined up and comprehensive policy.  
 
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 has 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 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. 
 
Climate  change  and hea l th  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 heatwave 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 heatwaves to the NHS will increase: the 2003 
heatwave 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 
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droughts around the world could majorly impact the cost of food in the UK, impacting 
the most vulnerable first.	

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What can I talk to my MP about? 
 
Put the responsibility on polluters 
 
To make a long-term change to reduce the impacts on health, polluters must take responsibility. 
Tougher regulations must be introduced, being enforced vigorously. As car drivers, we are 
polluters so this is one way of approaching this issue with your MP on a local scale. In Germany 
for example, since March 2007 all vehicles are required to display a red, yellow or green sticker 
based on their exhaust pollution. Cities have set up environment zones, where only vehicles with 
certain stickers can drive in this area. There is evidence that this scheme has have reduced long 
term average particulates and nitrogen dioxide concentrations by a few percent1. You could talk 
to your MP about such options in your constituency or even the development of such a scheme 
as part of a national transport framework.  
 
 
Co-benefits of tackling air pollution and climate change 
 
By acting now to reduce our greenhouse gas emissions to reach the target of an 80% reduction 
compared to 1990 levels by 2050, we can have a really positive impact on health. By achieving 
this target, an analysis for the European Commission suggests that every year in the UK, this 
would prevent the following impacts from air pollution: 

● 5700 deaths	
● 1600 admissions to hospital from lung and heart problems	
● 2400 new cases of bronchitis.	

 
 
The 2°C target, as agreed at the Paris Climate talks in 2015, is estimated to reduce annual 
emissions of sulphur by 60%, nitrogen by 46% and particulates by 19% by 2050 in Europe. 
These reductions are estimated to have significant benefits for health. The RCPCH estimates the 
monetary equivalent to be €40 billion per year. 
 

																																																								
1	https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1352231015300145	
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Measures that discourage the use of cars can deliver co-benefits for climate change and health, by 
reducing emissions and air pollution. Also, promoting energy efficiency reduces energy 
consumption, therefore increasing pollution and lessening the contribution to climate change.  
 
 
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).  
 
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.	
 
What is already being done? 
 
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 outperformances 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. 
 
The Government has also announced that it will end the sale of petrol and diesel cars and vans 
by 2040. This is an important step forward but on its own large challenges will still remain. 
 
What can I talk to my MP about? 
 
Effective air pollution monitoring 
 
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. 
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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. 
 
Promote alternatives to diesel and petrol cars 
 
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 2030 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. 
 
 
Promote Active Travel 
  
Transport now contributes to 26% of the UK’s greenhouse gases, more than any other sector in 
the UK.  
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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. 
 

 
Expand clean air zones and implement in other cities 
 
Linked to the point above, 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).  
 
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. 
 

Case Study: 
 
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.	
● Between 2001 and 2011 commuting on foot increased by 40% and commuting by bike 

increased by 94%	
 
An example like this may be useful to discuss with your MP, to show them how improving health 
through active travel can play out in practice. Read more about this here, on page 26. 
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We are able to provide further briefings on any of the options above- contact us if you would like 
one! It can be useful to send a briefing to your MP on your chosen issue ahead of the meeting, so 
that they may familiarize themselves. Also providing your MP with an A4 side of information 
acts as a reward to them. As they have to know a little about a lot of issues, they will be grateful 
for a summary of an issue that impacts their local constituents.  
 
Working with your local Councilor 
 
Active travel is also something you can talk to your local councilor about. Local transport plans 
can further incorporate ability for active travel options such as: 

● Expanding cycle routes and networks	
● Incorporate a requirement for cycle training at all schools	
● Facilitate and promote safe alternatives to the school run, based on walking and cycling 

instead of travelling by car	
● ‘Islands’ of space away from traffic for safe walking and cycle options away from the 

pollutants associated with traffic	
 
 
Contact us if you would like further help with approaching your councilor. 
 


