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The Impact of Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) on Health, Wellbeing and Sustainability


Introduction
Health and wellbeing are influenced by many factors, including healthcare services, social conditions, and the environment people live in. Over the last decade, there has been growing awareness that protecting people’s health cannot be separated from protecting the planet. Environmental issues such as climate change, air pollution, and poor housing conditions can affect both physical and mental health. Because of this, governments and international organisations now recognise that sustainability and public health are closely connected.
In 2015, the United Nations introduced the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) as part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (United Nations, 2015). The SDGs aim to improve living conditions, reduce inequalities, and protect the environment so that future generations can live healthy lives. There are 17 SDGs, and many of them are linked to health and wellbeing.
This report focuses on SDG 3: Good Health and Wellbeing, which aims to ensure healthy lives for people of all ages. It also examines SDG 13: Climate Action, because climate change has become one of the biggest threats to global health. The report analyses how these goals influence the health and wellbeing of citizens at global, national, and local levels. It also evaluates the effectiveness of national and local initiatives in the United Kingdom and discusses whether these initiatives are improving public health and sustainability. Finally, recommendations are presented to suggest how policies and programmes could be strengthened in order to improve the health and wellbeing of citizens in the future.

Understanding the Link Between Health, Wellbeing and Sustainability
Health does not depend only on medical treatment. Research shows that wider social and environmental factors also play a major role in determining health outcomes. The social determinants of health theory explains that factors such as income, housing, education, employment, and environmental conditions influence people’s health (Braveman and Gottlieb, 2019). This means that policies that address poverty, pollution, and living conditions can significantly affect public health.
Another useful theory is the ecological model of health, which suggests that health is shaped by different levels of influence, including individuals, communities, organisations, and government policies (Golden and Earp, 2018). According to this model, improving health requires coordinated action across all these levels rather than focusing only on healthcare services.
Sustainability also plays an important role in health outcomes. Environmental damage such as climate change, deforestation, and pollution can increase the risk of disease and threaten long-term wellbeing. Whitmee et al. (2018) argue that human health and environmental sustainability are deeply connected and should be addressed together through integrated policies.
The SDGs were designed to reflect this connection. Many of the goals work together, meaning that progress in one area can support improvements in another. For example, tackling climate change can improve air quality and reduce respiratory illnesses, which directly supports SDG 3.

The Impact of SDG 3: Good Health and Wellbeing
SDG 3 focuses on ensuring healthy lives and promoting wellbeing for people at every stage of life. The goal includes several targets, such as reducing deaths from non-communicable diseases, improving mental health, increasing access to healthcare services, and strengthening health systems (World Health Organization, 2023).
At the global level, SDG 3 has encouraged international cooperation to address major health challenges. Global vaccination campaigns, disease prevention programmes, and international health partnerships have helped reduce deaths from infectious diseases such as malaria and HIV in many parts of the world (WHO, 2023). These efforts demonstrate how global collaboration can improve health outcomes.
However, progress has not been equal across countries. Low-income countries often face challenges such as limited healthcare funding, shortages of trained healthcare workers, and poor infrastructure. These issues can make it difficult to achieve the targets set by SDG 3. According to the World Health Organization (2023), health inequalities between countries remain a major barrier to achieving global health improvements.
At the national level, the United Kingdom has developed several policies that support the goals of SDG 3. One of the most important strategies is the NHS Long Term Plan, which focuses on improving healthcare services, increasing prevention programmes, and supporting people with long-term conditions (NHS England, 2019). The plan recognises that preventing illness is often more effective than treating diseases after they occur.
Another national policy that supports health improvement is the Health and Care Act 2022, which introduced integrated care systems designed to improve coordination between health and social care services (Department of Health and Social Care, 2022). This approach aims to create more joined-up services that respond to the needs of local populations.
At the local level, councils and public health organisations implement programmes that support community wellbeing. These programmes often focus on promoting healthy lifestyles, improving mental health services, and encouraging physical activity (Public Health England, 2020). Local authorities also work with community organisations to address social issues such as loneliness and social isolation.
Despite these initiatives, health inequalities remain a serious challenge in the UK. Research by Marmot et al. (2020) shows that people living in more deprived areas experience poorer health outcomes and shorter life expectancy compared with those living in wealthier areas. This highlights that achieving SDG 3 requires addressing the social and economic factors that influence health.

The Impact of SDG 13: Climate Action on Health and Wellbeing
SDG 13 focuses on taking urgent action to address climate change and its impacts. Although climate change is often discussed in environmental terms, it has significant consequences for human health. Rising global temperatures, extreme weather events, and increasing pollution levels can all affect wellbeing.
At the global level, climate change contributes to a range of health problems. Air pollution, for example, is responsible for millions of premature deaths each year worldwide (World Health Organization, 2021). Higher temperatures can increase the risk of heat-related illnesses, particularly for vulnerable groups such as older adults and people with existing health conditions. Climate change can also affect food and water supplies, leading to malnutrition and increased risk of disease (Watts et al., 2021).
In addition to physical health effects, climate change can also influence mental wellbeing. Extreme weather events such as floods and wildfires can cause stress, anxiety, and trauma for affected communities (Frumkin and Haines, 2019).
In the United Kingdom, climate change has already started to affect public health. Heatwaves are becoming more common, and research shows that these events increase the risk of illness and death among vulnerable populations (UK Health Security Agency, 2022). Flooding and storms can also damage homes and disrupt healthcare services, which may impact people’s wellbeing.
To address these risks, the UK government has introduced environmental policies such as the Net Zero Strategy, which aims to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and promote sustainable energy (UK Government, 2021). Reducing emissions can improve air quality and reduce health problems related to pollution.
At the local level, many cities have introduced initiatives to promote sustainability and improve public health. For example, programmes that encourage walking and cycling aim to reduce pollution while also promoting physical activity (Transport for London, 2022). Increasing access to parks and green spaces can also improve mental health and wellbeing by providing opportunities for relaxation and social interaction (WHO, 2019).
Although these initiatives have positive benefits, some experts argue that current policies do not go far enough to address climate change. Watts et al. (2021) suggest that stronger action is needed to protect both environmental sustainability and public health.

Evaluation of National and Local Health and Sustainability Initiatives
Several national and local initiatives have been introduced in the UK to support health and sustainability. While these initiatives have achieved some positive results, their overall effectiveness varies.
The NHS Long Term Plan has helped increase focus on prevention and early intervention in healthcare. Programmes that promote healthier lifestyles and improved disease management can reduce pressure on hospitals and improve long-term health outcomes (NHS England, 2019). However, challenges such as staff shortages and increasing demand for services continue to place pressure on the NHS (The King’s Fund, 2023).
Environmental initiatives such as the UK Net Zero Strategy also aim to improve public health by reducing pollution and encouraging sustainable energy use (UK Government, 2021). These policies have the potential to reduce environmental health risks, but their success depends on effective implementation and long-term commitment.
Local initiatives, such as clean air zones and active travel programmes, have also been introduced in several cities. Evidence suggests that these programmes can reduce pollution levels and encourage healthier behaviours (Transport for London, 2022). However, the effectiveness of local initiatives can vary depending on funding levels and local priorities.
One limitation of many policies is that they may not fully address health inequalities. Communities with fewer resources may struggle to access health services, safe housing, or green spaces. This means that some groups may not benefit equally from sustainability initiatives (Marmot et al., 2020).

Recommendations for Improving Health, Wellbeing and Sustainability Policies
To help strengthen the impact of health and sustainability policies, several improvements could be considered.
First, there should be greater integration between health and environmental policies. Since environmental issues such as air pollution and climate change directly affect health, policies should be designed to address these challenges together. This would allow governments to create more effective strategies that protect both public health and the environment.
Second, greater investment in prevention is needed. Preventive approaches such as improving housing quality, promoting physical activity, educating the public on healthy eating and supporting mental health services can reduce the long-term burden on healthcare systems while improving quality of life.
Another important recommendation is to address health inequalities more effectively. Governments should prioritise policies that support disadvantaged communities, including improving access to healthcare services and providing funding for local public health programmes.
Finally, stronger climate action is essential. Governments should continue to reduce carbon emissions, encourage sustainable transport, and expand urban green spaces. These actions not only protect the environment but also create healthier living conditions for communities.

Conclusion
Health, wellbeing, and sustainability are closely connected. The Sustainable Development Goals provide an important framework for addressing global challenges and improving quality of life for citizens. SDG 3 focuses on ensuring healthy lives, while SDG 13 highlights the importance of addressing climate change to protect public health.
At global, national, and local levels, various policies and initiatives have been introduced to support these goals. In the UK, strategies such as the NHS Long Term Plan and environmental policies demonstrate efforts to improve health and sustainability outcomes. Local initiatives, including active travel programmes and green space development, also contribute to healthier communities.
However, challenges remain, particularly in relation to health inequalities, environmental risks, and resource limitations. Addressing these issues will require stronger collaboration between governments, healthcare organisations, and communities.
Overall, improving health and wellbeing requires a long-term commitment to both social and environmental sustainability. By strengthening existing policies and focusing on prevention, equality, and climate action, governments can create healthier societies and a more sustainable future for citizens.
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