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1.1 Introduction
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 3, ‘Good Health and Wellbeing,’ aims to ensure healthy lives and promote wellbeing for all at all ages. SDG 13, ‘Climate Action,’ seeks urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts. The interconnection between SDG 3 and SDG 13 is particularly critical for UK citizens, as climate-related risks such as air pollution, extreme heat, and flooding directly affect population health, exacerbate existing health inequalities, and challenge the sustainability of the NHS and local healthcare services (UK Health Security Agency, 2023; NHS England, 2023). Addressing both goals simultaneously is essential to ensure that public health policies, environmental strategies, and social interventions are mutually reinforcing rather than operating in isolation (World Health Organization, 2022; United Nations Development Programme, 2022).
In the UK, population health outcomes are influenced by a combination of environmental, social, and policy factors. National frameworks, such as the Net Zero Strategy (BEIS, 2021), the Health and Care Act (UK Government, 2022), and the Greener NHS Programme (NHS England, 2023), illustrate governmental efforts to integrate sustainability with public health. At the local level, urban initiatives including London’s Ultra Low Emission Zone (Mayor of London, 2023) and community-focused green infrastructure projects demonstrate how municipal interventions can simultaneously reduce carbon emissions and improve health and wellbeing (Carter et al., 2022; Transport for London, 2022).
1.2 Rationale: This report critically examines the interaction between SDG 3 and SDG 13 at global, national, and local levels. It evaluates the effectiveness of current policies and initiatives, highlights challenges and gaps, and provides evidence-based recommendations for improvement. By analyzing the UK context, this report demonstrates how health and climate policies are interdependent, and why integrated strategies are essential for building resilient, healthy, and sustainable communities.
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                                    (UN, 2015)
2. Global context: SDG 3 and SDG 13 — interconnections and impact
SDG 3 (“Good Health and Wellbeing”) seeks to “ensure healthy lives and promote wellbeing for all at all ages” (UN, 2015). SDG 13 (“Climate Action”) calls for urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts (UN, 2015). These two goals are deeply interconnected: climate change acts as a multiplier of health risks, threatening progress on disease prevention, health equity, and healthcare systems globally.
One major pathway linking climate change with worsening health is heat stress. Rising temperatures and more frequent heatwaves have been associated with increases in heat-related mortality and hospital admissions for cardiovascular, renal and respiratory diseases, especially in older and vulnerable populations (Lancet Countdown, 2023). According to the 2023 Lancet Countdown report, the burden of climate-related health harm is already evident: climate inaction is “costing lives and livelihoods today” and health systems are displaying stressors from escalating climate hazards (Lancet Countdown, 2023). For example, the report notes that at ~1.14 °C of global heating, climate risks to health are accelerating (Lancet Countdown, 2023).
Air pollution—in particular, fine particulate matter (PM₂.₅)—is another crucial nexus. Many PM₂.₅ emissions arise from combustion of fossil fuels and biomass, which are also key drivers of climate change. A recent global modelling study estimated that in 2019, ambient PM₂.₅ from major combustion sources imposed approximately US$1.1 trillion in health costs globally, representing 56% of all PM₂.₅-related health costs (Yin et al., 2024). This demonstrates substantial co-benefits: phasing out fossil fuel combustion not only reduces greenhouse gas emissions (SDG 13) but also substantially diminishes disease burden tied to air pollution (SDG 3).
Shifts in climate patterns further influence the distribution and seasonality of vector-borne and waterborne diseases (e.g., dengue, malaria, cholera), as warmer temperatures, changing precipitation, and flooding create new transmission zones and challenge health system readiness (Lancet Countdown, 2023). Indeed, the 2023 report emphasizes that changing climatic conditions are “putting more populations at risk of life-threatening infectious diseases such as dengue, malaria … and vibriosis” (Lancet Countdown, 2023).
Beyond physical illness, climate change has a serious mental health dimension. Exposure to acute events (storms, floods) or chronic stressors (drought, displacement, economic loss) is linked to anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress, and increases in suicidal ideation (Clayton, 2024). Climate-driven mental health burdens place additional pressure on health systems already stretched in many countries.
Importantly, the health impacts of climate change are unevenly distributed. Low-income countries, marginalized communities, and those with pre-existing vulnerabilities face disproportionately greater risks, compounding existing health inequities. Achieving SDG 3 therefore demands integrating climate mitigation, adaptation, and resilient health systems — policy alignment that lies at the heart of SDG 13 (Lancet Countdown, 2023; Yin et al., 2024).
	SDG 3 Target / Aspect
	SDG 13 Link / Climate Impact
	Explanation of Interconnection

	Reduce maternal mortality 
	Climate change increases extreme weather events, affecting access to maternal care.
	Extreme heat, floods, and storms disrupt health facilities and transport, raising risks for mothers and newborns (WHO, 2021).

	Reduce child mortality 
	Climate-sensitive diseases (malaria, diarrhea, malnutrition) rise with climate change.
	Rising temperatures and flooding increase vector-borne and waterborne diseases, affecting child survival (Watts et al., 2021).

	Combat epidemics 
	Climate change alters disease patterns and increases outbreak risks.
	Shifts in temperature and precipitation expand habitats for disease vectors, creating new health risks (Haines et al., 2020).

	Reduce premature mortality from NCDs 
	Air pollution and heatwaves exacerbate cardiovascular and respiratory diseases.
	Climate-related air pollution and extreme temperatures directly affect NCD outcomes (Landrigan et al., 2018).

	Universal health coverage 
	Health systems need to adapt to climate-related pressures.
	Climate disasters increase demand for emergency services; resilient health infrastructure supports coverage (Ebi et al., 2021).

	Health risk reduction & resilience 
	Alignment with climate adaptation strategies. 
	Building climate-resilient health systems ensures populations can withstand environmental shocks (Watts et al., 2021).



3. National Context: UK Health, Wellbeing and Sustainability Policies
The United Kingdom has made explicit commitments to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) through the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, embedding health, wellbeing, and climate resilience across its national strategies (HM Government, 2023). Two of the most influential frameworks guiding these priorities are the NHS Long Term Plan (2019) and the UK Net Zero Strategy (2021). Together, they reflect a dual emphasis on improving population health outcomes (SDG 3) while addressing the environmental determinants of health through decarbonisation and sustainability (SDG 13).
The NHS Long Term Plan (NHS England, 2019) positions prevention, early intervention, and health equity at the centre of health system transformation. It commits to reducing health inequalities, expanding mental health services, and improving management of chronic diseases—especially those linked to environmental risk factors such as air pollution and climate stress. Research indicates that the NHS, as one of the world’s largest healthcare systems, contributes around 5% of the UK’s carbon emissions, prompting the introduction of the NHS Net Zero Plan (NHS England, 2020). This initiative targets carbon neutrality in direct NHS operations by 2040 and across the supply chain by 2045, highlighting how the National Health Service is embedding climate action within its operational and clinical models (Watts et al., 2022).
At a broader level, the UK Net Zero Strategy: Build Back Greener (HM Government, 2021) outlines measures to cut greenhouse gas emissions across transport, housing, and energy sectors—areas with direct implications for public health. Improvements in air quality, green energy transition, and active transport are associated with reduced respiratory and cardiovascular disease burdens and enhanced mental wellbeing (DEFRA, 2023). However, evaluations by the Climate Change Committee (CCC, 2023) note that progress remains uneven: health-related adaptation measures and community resilience strategies are under-resourced, and cross-departmental policy coherence is limited.
Despite policy ambition, gaps persist in implementation and monitoring. The UK’s Health and Care Act (2022) underscores the need for integrated care systems to address social and environmental determinants of health, yet funding constraints, workforce shortages, and regional inequalities continue to impede delivery (Baker and Hampson, 2023). Moreover, the fragmentation between public health and environmental governance frameworks hampers the full integration of SDG 3 and SDG 13. Strengthening collaboration between the NHS, local authorities, and environmental agencies could accelerate co-benefits, ensuring that climate action contributes directly to population health improvements.
Overall, the UK demonstrates progressive policy intent through its net-zero and health integration frameworks, but practical success depends on sustained investment, equitable resource distribution, and clearer accountability mechanisms to align national health resilience with climate sustainability.
4. Local Context: Evaluation of Health, Wellbeing and Sustainability Initiatives in London
At the local level, the integration of health, wellbeing, and sustainability policies is most visible within city governance, where direct interventions shape citizens’ daily environments. London, as one of the UK’s largest metropolitan areas, demonstrates significant leadership in aligning SDG 3 (Good Health and Wellbeing) with SDG 13 (Climate Action) through multiple programmes focused on air quality, active travel, green infrastructure, and social wellbeing.
A central initiative is the London Environment Strategy (Greater London Authority [GLA], 2018), which embeds environmental health within the city’s climate policies. The strategy explicitly links cleaner air and climate resilience to improved population health outcomes, aiming to make London a “zero-carbon city by 2030.” One of its most influential measures has been the Ultra-Low Emission Zone (ULEZ), first implemented in 2019 and expanded citywide in 2023. The ULEZ has been associated with a 46% reduction in roadside nitrogen dioxide (NO₂) in central London and measurable improvements in respiratory health, particularly among children and older adults (Mayor of London, 2023; Mudway et al., 2023).
London’s Health Inequalities Strategy (GLA, 2018) complements these environmental efforts by targeting social and economic determinants of wellbeing, recognising that climate and health inequities intersect. For example, deprived communities are disproportionately exposed to air pollution, poor housing, and limited access to green space — factors that exacerbate health risks during heatwaves (Public Health England [PHE], 2021). The city’s Green Infrastructure Framework (Natural England, 2023) further supports SDG 3 and SDG 13 by improving access to urban green spaces, which reduce air pollutants, mitigate urban heat, and enhance mental wellbeing. Studies demonstrate that residents with access to green spaces have lower rates of depression and anxiety and report higher life satisfaction (White et al., 2021).
Active transport initiatives such as Healthy Streets and Transport for London’s Walking and Cycling Plan promote sustainable mobility while reducing emissions and improving cardiovascular fitness (Transport for London [TfL], 2022). However, inequalities in access to safe walking and cycling infrastructure persist, particularly in deprived boroughs, limiting the universal benefits of these programmes (London Assembly, 2023).
While London’s integrated policies show promising results, challenges remain. The London Climate Resilience Review (2023) found that preparedness for extreme heat and flooding remains insufficient across key boroughs. Fragmented governance and funding constraints hinder long-term adaptation planning, especially in health and social care settings. To fully realize the co-benefits of SDG 3 and SDG 13, stronger inter-agency coordination, equitable access to green and active spaces, and sustained public engagement are essential.
Overall, London’s approach demonstrates that local climate and health initiatives can deliver measurable wellbeing gains, but equitable delivery and systemic resilience are key to sustaining progress.
5. Recommendations for Improvement
While the UK has made commendable progress in integrating health, wellbeing, and climate goals, achieving full alignment between SDG 3 (Good Health and Wellbeing) and SDG 13 (Climate Action) requires deeper systemic change, greater equity, and stronger local implementation. The following recommendations build upon evidence from current national and local initiatives.
5.1 Strengthen Cross-Sector Policy Integration	
The fragmentation between health, climate, and planning policies continues to hinder cohesive action (House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee, 2023). To overcome this, the UK should adopt a “health in all policies” approach across government departments, ensuring every climate policy considers its public health implications. Establishing a National Climate–Health Coordination Unit within the Department of Health and Social Care would enhance coherence, joint funding, and monitoring across sectors. This would enable policies addressing air pollution, heat stress, and sustainable transport to deliver combined health and environmental benefits (Public Health England, 2021).
5.2 Target Vulnerable Communities through Equitable Adaptation	
Climate-related health risks—such as respiratory illness, flooding, and heatwaves—disproportionately affect lower-income, elderly, and ethnic minority groups (UK Health Security Agency, 2023). Local authorities should prioritize adaptation funding in deprived communities by improving housing insulation, enhancing flood defences, and increasing access to urban green spaces. Evidence from community-led resilience projects in Manchester and Bristol demonstrates that co-designed local interventions can strengthen both physical health and social cohesion (Carter et al., 2022).
5.3 Expand Preventive Health and Sustainable Behavioral Programmes
Integrating preventive, low-carbon lifestyle initiatives into health systems can deliver dual benefits. Encouraging active transport, plant-based diets, and energy-efficient living would reduce chronic disease rates while cutting emissions (Royal College of Physicians, 2022). The Greener NHS Programme has made significant progress in decarbonising healthcare operations but should now incorporate community-based prevention initiatives promoting sustainability and wellbeing (NHS England, 2023).
5.4 Improve Monitoring, Data Transparency, and Public Engagement
Effective implementation depends on robust evaluation and citizen involvement. Local authorities should adopt climate–health indicators aligned with SDG metrics and publish annual progress reports. Citizen science projects and participatory mapping could enhance accountability and empower communities to monitor local air quality and green access (Natural England, 2023). Moreover, sustained public education campaigns linking environmental protection to personal health would encourage lasting behavioral change and promote community ownership (Health Foundation, 2023).

6. Conclusion
The interconnection between SDG 3 (Good Health and Wellbeing) and SDG 13 (Climate Action) highlights that improving population health depends on tackling environmental and climate challenges. In the UK, policies such as the Net Zero Strategy (2021) and the Greener NHS Programme show growing recognition that health and sustainability goals must be pursued together.
At the national level, initiatives to reduce emissions, improve air quality, and adapt to climate risks have achieved measurable progress. However, fragmented coordination, funding limitations, and persistent health inequalities continue to restrict impact (House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee, 2023).
Locally, London provides a strong example of progress through actions like the Ultra-Low Emission Zone and green infrastructure development, which have improved air quality and wellbeing (Mayor of London, 2023). Yet, more consistent implementation across regions and greater equity in access to environmental and health benefits are still needed.
Overall, the UK must continue to strengthen cross-sector integration, focus on vulnerable communities, and engage citizens in sustainable behaviors. By aligning health improvement with climate resilience, the UK can make meaningful progress toward achieving SDG 3 and SDG 13
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