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Introduction 
The United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development established 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to address global challenges of inequality, health, and environmental degradation (United Nations, 2015). Among these, SDG 3 – Good Health and Well-being aim to ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages, while SDG 13 – Climate Action – seeks urgent measures to combat climate change and its impacts. These goals are inherently interconnected: environmental sustainability underpins population health, and improvements in health systems support climate resilience (Haines and Frumkin, 2021).
This report critically examines how SDG 3 and SDG 13 influence health and well-being at the global, national, and local levels, with particular attention to the United Kingdom’s policy context. It evaluates key initiatives, such as NHS public-health programmes and climate-mitigation strategies, exploring both their achievements and their limitations. In doing so, it applies relevant theoretical perspectives – including the Health Belief Model (Rosenstock, 1974) – to interpret behavioural and systemic dimensions of health promotion.
The analysis highlights that while the UK demonstrates strong legislative and institutional alignment with the SDGs, implementation remains constrained by social inequality, governance fragmentation, and funding pressures. The report concludes by presenting evidence-based recommendations for enhancing integration between health and climate agendas to advance a sustainable, equitable future. 
SDG 3 – Good Health and Well-being   
Sustainable Development Goal 3 (SDG 3) aims to “ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages” (United Nations, 2015). It encompasses a broad agenda that includes reducing maternal and child mortality, tackling communicable and non-communicable diseases, improving mental health, and achieving universal health coverage. Health is both a moral right and a precondition for sustainable development, underpinning social stability and economic growth (Marmot, 2020).
Despite its centrality, SDG 3 has faced criticism for its technocratic orientation. The focus on measurable indicators such as mortality rates and vaccination coverage can oversimplify complex social and environmental determinants of health (Fukuda-Parr and McNeill, 2019). Vandemoortele (2018) warns that such frameworks risk masking inequalities by prioritising statistical progress over structural reform. The COVID-19 pandemic exposed these weaknesses, showing that global health outcomes are shaped not only by disease but by inequities in governance, resources, and living conditions (Bambra et al., 2020). While SDG 3 has strengthened international cooperation, critics argue that it has not fully addressed the power dynamics that sustain global health disparities.
At the global level, SDG 3 is promoted through multilateral efforts such as the World Health Organization’s Thirteenth General Programme of Work 2019–2025 and the Global Action Plan for Healthy Lives and Well-being for All (WHO, 2019; WHO, 2020). These frameworks coordinate resources and accelerate health outcomes across nations. However, the global health landscape remains fragmented, with overlapping mandates among WHO, UNICEF, and the World Bank leading to duplication and competition for funding (Kickbusch and Reddy, 2015). Disease-specific programmes achieve measurable outcomes but often neglect broader determinants of health (Storeng and Béhague, 2016). Furthermore, global reporting mechanisms rely on self-reported national data, limiting accountability and comparability (United Nations, 2023). The result is a gap between global ambition and practical implementation, particularly in low-income regions.
At the national level, the United Kingdom aligns strongly with SDG 3 through policies promoting prevention, equity, and sustainability. The NHS Long Term Plan (2019) and Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) both emphasise health equity and community well-being. SDG 3 has also achieved tangible progress within the NHS: vaccination rates remain above 90 percent, maternal mortality continues to decline, and the Greener NHS Programme has reduced emissions by 30 percent since 2010 (NHS England, 2020). These outcomes show how global goals can translate into measurable improvements in health and sustainability. However, austerity measures and workforce shortages have constrained the NHS’s ability to deliver fully on preventive ambitions (British Medical Association, 2023). Persistent funding inequalities across regions also exacerbate health disparities (King’s Fund, 2023).
Behavioural models help explain the mixed success of health interventions. The Health Belief Model (HBM) posits that individuals adopt healthy behaviours when they perceive personal susceptibility, severity of risk, benefits of action, and minimal barriers (Rosenstock, 1974). NHS public-health campaigns such as Better Health and Stoptober apply this model, using risk framing and self-efficacy messages to promote behavioural change. However, social determinants such as income, housing, and education limit the effectiveness of purely behaviour-based approaches. Marmot (2020) argues that structural inequality must be addressed alongside behaviour change, otherwise interventions risk blaming individuals for systemic failings. Integrating behavioural theory with equity-focused policy thus enhances SDG 3’s capacity to improve population health.
At the local level, public-health delivery has shifted toward community-based and partnership approaches. Local authorities, health boards, and voluntary organisations collaborate through initiatives such as Integrated Well-being Networks (Public Health Wales, 2021) and social prescribing schemes that connect patients with physical activity, nutrition, and mental health support. These reflect the shift from reactive healthcare to proactive well-being promotion. However, funding reductions to local public-health budgets have undermined consistency, particularly in deprived areas (The King’s Fund, 2023). Community programmes often rely on short-term grants and lack rigorous evaluation, limiting sustainability (Southby et al., 2022).
Critically, SDG 3 demonstrates strong political and institutional commitment but limited systemic coherence. Global frameworks articulate shared values but fail to account for inequality and governance gaps. Nationally, UK health policy aligns conceptually with SDG 3 yet faces fiscal and workforce constraints that impede implementation. Locally, innovation thrives but remains fragile without long-term investment. This “implementation paradox” (Fukuda-Parr and McNeill, 2019) highlights how global consensus can coexist with uneven local outcomes.
To strengthen progress, several strategies are essential. Health should be embedded across all policy domains housing, education, and environment through Health in All Policies approaches. Reinvestment in prevention and early intervention is vital to reduce long-term costs and inequalities. Enhanced evaluation capacity at local levels would enable more consistent learning and accountability. Moreover, integrating behavioural models such as the HBM with structural reform would ensure that interventions are both evidence-based and socially just. Finally, continued alignment between SDG 3 and climate-related initiatives (such as the Greener NHS) will reinforce resilience and sustainability in public health. 
SDG 13 – Climate Action 
Sustainable Development Goal 13 (SDG 13) calls for “urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts” (United Nations, 2015). The goal recognises that the climate crisis is not only an environmental issue but also a profound threat to global health, food security, and economic stability. Increasing temperatures, air pollution, and extreme weather events contribute directly to non-communicable diseases, respiratory conditions, and premature mortality (Haines and Frumkin, 2021). The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC, 2022) warns that without radical emissions reductions, these health and environmental consequences will intensify, undermining progress on SDG 3.
At the global level, SDG 13 is primarily driven by the Paris Agreement (UNFCCC, 2015), which seeks to limit global temperature rise to below 2°C, preferably 1.5°C. However, progress remains insufficient. The UN Environment Programme’s Emissions Gap Report (2023) shows that existing national pledges will lead to warming well above this threshold. Furthermore, global governance suffers from inequities between developed and developing countries, with wealthier nations responsible for most emissions yet slower to deliver financial and technological support (Okereke and Dooley, 2010). Climate justice thus remains a defining challenge: those least responsible for emissions face the gravest health and economic risks (United Nations Environment Programme, 2023).
At the national level, the United Kingdom has long positioned itself as a climate leader. The Climate Change Act (2008) established legally binding carbon budgets and the goal of net-zero emissions by 2050. This framework guides the Net Zero Strategy: Build Back Greener (Department for Business, Energy, and Industrial Strategy, 2021), which outlines decarbonisation across energy, housing, and transport. The Environment Act (2021) sets new standards for air quality, waste, and biodiversity, while the Greener NHS Programme aims for a carbon-neutral health service by 2040 (NHS England, 2020). Together, these initiatives demonstrate how environmental and health goals intersect, as reducing emissions delivers direct benefits for population well-being.
However, despite legislative ambition, the UK’s implementation record remains mixed. The Climate Change Committee (CCC, 2023) highlights that progress towards meeting interim carbon budgets is off-track, citing delays in home-insulation programmes and low-carbon transport investment. The National Audit Office (2023) similarly identifies fragmented governance between departments and insufficient long-term funding. Moreover, climate impacts continue to reproduce inequality: low-income communities are disproportionately affected by fuel poverty and pollution (Sheng et al., 2023). The social distribution of climate risk therefore mirrors the health inequities addressed under SDG 3, reinforcing the argument that sustainability and public health must be pursued together.
At the local level, the UK has seen increasing action from councils and communities. Over 80 percent of local authorities have declared climate emergencies and implemented local decarbonisation plans (Local Government Association, 2023). A particularly notable case is the Birmingham Clean Air Zone, introduced in 2021. The policy charges high-emission vehicles entering the city centre to reduce nitrogen dioxide levels. Early evaluations report a 13 percent drop in traffic-related pollution, with measurable improvements in air quality and respiratory health outcomes (Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, 2023). This initiative illustrates how climate mitigation can directly advance SDG 3 by addressing environmental determinants of health. However, concerns persist about economic fairness and the burden on low-income drivers, highlighting the importance of equitable policy design (The King’s Fund, 2023).
Despite innovative local efforts, systemic challenges remain. Local authorities often lack the long-term funding and technical capacity needed for robust implementation (Local Government Association, 2023). Short-term grants and limited data-sharing between national and local levels constrain progress and evaluation (National Audit Office, 2023). Nevertheless, local initiatives demonstrate strong community engagement and co-production, aligning with calls for participatory governance (Southby et al., 2022). Embedding these approaches nationally would strengthen accountability and resilience.
Overall, SDG 13 highlights the tension between ambition and delivery in UK sustainability policy. Legislative and institutional frameworks are robust, yet underinvestment and fragmented governance hinder real progress. Linking SDG 13 with SDG 3 offers powerful co-benefits: improved air quality, active travel, and low-carbon healthcare all reduce disease burdens and enhance well-being (Haines and Frumkin, 2021).
To strengthen delivery, key actions include improving coordination between central and devolved governments to ensure accountability (Climate Change Committee, 2023); empowering local authorities with stable, long-term funding and comprehensive data systems (Local Government Association, 2023; The King’s Fund, 2023); and embedding health and equity considerations into all climate policies (Haines and Frumkin, 2021; United Nations, 2015). Finally, public participation should be prioritised through community engagement, ensuring climate action is both inclusive and effective (Southby et al., 2022). Through structural reform, cross-government collaboration, and local empowerment, the UK can transform climate ambition into tangible health and sustainability outcomes. 
Conclusion 
The interdependence of SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-being) and SDG 13 (Climate Action) highlights the inextricable link between population health and environmental sustainability. Both goals are essential pillars of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, reflecting a shared recognition that planetary and human health are mutually reinforcing (United Nations, 2015). Yet, the challenge lies not in policy intent but in implementation. Global commitments such as the Paris Agreement have catalysed political consensus, but progress remains uneven due to economic disparities and the absence of binding enforcement mechanisms (UNFCCC, 2015). The gap between rhetoric and reality continues to limit transformative change, as wealthier nations often externalise environmental costs while poorer countries experience disproportionate health burdens (Okereke and Dooley, 2010).
Within the United Kingdom, the institutional frameworks supporting both SDGs are well-established through legislation such as the Climate Change Act (2008) and the Net Zero Strategy (Department for Business, Energy, and Industrial Strategy, 2021). The Greener NHS Programme illustrates how health systems can integrate sustainability principles while improving care quality, reducing emissions, and protecting population well-being (NHS England, 2020). However, the Climate Change Committee (2023) and The King’s Fund (2023) highlight persistent delivery gaps arising from short-term funding cycles, workforce shortages, and limited accountability. These issues demonstrate that technical solutions alone cannot achieve sustainability without systemic reform. Health and climate policies must be interlinked through governance mechanisms that prioritise prevention, resilience, and equity.
At the local level, projects such as Birmingham’s Clean Air Zone (DEFRA, 2023) illustrate the tangible benefits of integrated climate-health interventions, showing measurable improvements in air quality and respiratory outcomes. Yet these initiatives also expose the social trade-offs inherent in sustainability transitions policies designed to protect health can inadvertently reinforce economic inequality if not designed with inclusivity in mind. 
Critically, achieving both SDGs requires merging structural and behavioural approaches. The Health Belief Model (Rosenstock, 1974) helps explain individual motivation for change, but broader determinants such as income, housing, and education often override personal agency. Hence, the integration of behavioural science with social policy is vital to ensure interventions are both effective and fair.
The success of SDG 3 and SDG 13 will depend on the UK’s ability to balance ambition with delivery. Stronger cross-government coordination, sustained investment, and community participation are essential for bridging the gap between vision and action. Embedding health within all sustainability policies will enable a “just transition” that advances both equity and resilience (Haines and Frumkin, 2021). By aligning national and local systems through an integrated governance framework, the UK can move from policy ambition to transformative practice creating a sustainable and healthy future for all.    
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