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Introduction
Sustainable development has become a global priority due to health inequalities, environmental degradation and widening socioeconomic disparities. The United Nations 2030 Agenda established 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to address these linked challenges (United Nations, 2015). However, progress remains uneven because governance, resources and healthcare capacity vary across countries. SDG 3 (Good Health and Wellbeing) seeks to ensure healthy lives and promote wellbeing for all, while SDG 13 (Climate Action) addresses climate change’s growing impact on health and sustainable development (World Health Organization, 2023b). Climate change is one of the greatest threats to public health because it increases morbidity, mortality and inequalities, especially among vulnerable populations (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2022).
This report critically evaluates the impact of SDG 3 and SDG 13 on health, wellbeing and sustainability at global, national and local levels. It examines the effectiveness, accessibility, sustainability and challenges of current policies and initiatives while applying the Social Determinants of Health framework, the Health Belief Model and Social Cognitive Theory to explain how health promotion strategies influence behaviour and wellbeing. Finally, evidence-based recommendations are presented to improve health outcomes, reduce inequalities and strengthen sustainable development (World Health Organization, 2023a).
Section 1: SDG 3 – Good Health and Wellbeing
Overview of SDG 3
SDG 3 aims to "ensure healthy lives and promote wellbeing for all at all ages" (United Nations, 2023). It includes reducing maternal mortality, preventing communicable and non-communicable diseases, improving mental health, widening healthcare access and strengthening health systems. Although childhood vaccination, life expectancy and healthcare advances show progress, inequalities in access and outcomes remain. COVID-19 exposed health-system weaknesses and the influence of social and economic inequalities on population health (World Health Organization, 2022).
Health is influenced by a combination of social, economic and environmental factors rather than healthcare services alone. Marmot et al. (2020) argue that poverty, education, housing, employment and social exclusion significantly influence health outcomes. This demonstrates that achieving SDG 3 requires governments to move beyond treatment-focused healthcare and prioritise preventative approaches that address the wider social determinants of health (Solar and Irwin, 2017).
Global Policies and Initiatives
Globally, the World Health Organization (WHO) has introduced several initiatives to support SDG 3 by improving access to healthcare and strengthening health systems. A key example is Universal Health Coverage (UHC), which aims to ensure that everyone can access quality healthcare services without financial hardship (World Health Organization, 2021). However, the WHO and World Bank reported that around 4.5 billion people were not fully covered by essential health services in 2021, while 2 billion people faced severe financial hardship from out-of-pocket health costs (World Health Organization, 2023c). This highlights persistent inequalities in implementation. Weak funding, limited governance capacity and shortages of healthcare professionals continue to undermine the effectiveness and long-term sustainability of UHC, particularly in low-income countries.
The WHO Mental Health Action Plan 2013–2030 promotes improved mental health services, reduced stigma and greater community-based support (World Health Organization, 2022). However, despite increasing recognition of mental health as a global priority following COVID-19, inadequate investment continues to limit service delivery, creating a gap between policy objectives and implementation (Patel et al., 2018).
Overall, global progress towards SDG 3 remains uneven. Limited financial resources, workforce shortages and an overreliance on treatment rather than prevention continue to widen health inequalities. Achieving SDG 3 therefore requires greater investment in preventative healthcare, health promotion and action on the wider social determinants of health (World Bank, 2022; The Health Foundation, 2021).
National Policies and Initiatives in the United Kingdom 
In the United Kingdom, the NHS Long Term Plan supports SDG 3 by promoting prevention, mental health care, digital healthcare and community-based services (Department of Health and Social Care, 2019a). Its focus on early intervention aims to reduce hospital pressure and improve population health, reflecting the need for sustained public health investment (The Health Foundation, 2021). Digital healthcare can improve efficiency and reduce travel, but it may also widen inequalities for older adults, disabled people and low-income households with limited internet access or digital skills (NHS England, 2023).
Integrated Care Systems are a strength of the NHS Long Term Plan because they improve collaboration between health and social care (Department of Health and Social Care, 2019a). However, workforce shortages, underfunding and rising demand restrict delivery (The King's Fund, 2022). In 2022, NHS trusts in England reported around 133,400 full-time equivalent vacancies, a 9.7% vacancy rate (The Health Foundation, 2022). Health inequalities also remain, as deprived communities experience poorer outcomes, while reduced public health funding has weakened prevention (Marmot et al., 2020; Office for National Statistics, 2022; The King's Fund, 2022).
Local Policies and Initiatives
At a local level, councils and community organisations play an important role in promoting health and wellbeing through preventative and community-based interventions (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2022). In Solihull and Birmingham, initiatives including mental health support, physical activity programmes, social prescribing and projects to reduce social isolation aim to address health inequalities through partnership working. Birmingham City Council (2023) also recognises community-based interventions as important for improving both physical and environmental wellbeing.
Social prescribing is a key initiative supporting SDG 3, enabling healthcare professionals to refer patients to activities such as exercise programmes, volunteering, gardening groups and peer support services (NHS England, 2022). Evidence suggests these interventions improve mental wellbeing, reduce loneliness and ease pressure on GP services (NHS England, 2022; Public Health Wales, 2021). However, their effectiveness varies because funding and service provision differ considerably between local authorities, limiting long-term sustainability (The King's Fund, 2022).
Despite these benefits, workforce shortages, financial constraints and digital exclusion continue to restrict access to local services. Older adults, low-income households and people with limited digital skills often face barriers to digital healthcare, increasing the risk of widening existing health inequalities unless targeted investment and support are provided (Marmot et al., 2020).
Recommendations for SDG 3
To strengthen SDG 3, governments should increase long-term funding for preventative community healthcare, including smoking cessation, obesity management, mental health support and social prescribing in deprived areas. Prevention can reduce avoidable hospital admissions, improve population health and lower future healthcare costs (The Health Foundation, 2021; Marmot et al., 2020).
To reduce health inequalities, local authorities should allocate public health funding according to deprivation levels rather than population size alone. This would improve access to preventative services and address wider determinants such as poverty, poor housing and unemployment (Marmot et al., 2020).
The NHS and local authorities should expand telemedicine in rural and underserved communities while offering digital literacy training and subsidised internet access or devices. This would improve healthcare access, reduce digital exclusion and lower unnecessary patient travel and emissions (NHS England, 2023).
Finally, workforce shortages should be addressed through investment in healthcare education, staff wellbeing and recruitment incentives in underserved areas. A stronger workforce would improve timely care, reduce waiting times and support the long-term sustainability of NHS services (The King's Fund, 2022).

Section 2: SDG 13 – Climate Action
Overview of SDG 13
SDG 13 calls for urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts. Climate change is increasingly recognised as a major threat to public health because of rising temperatures, air pollution, flooding, food insecurity and extreme weather directly affect physical and mental wellbeing (World Health Organization, 2023a). It also increases migration as communities leave areas affected by drought, flooding and rising sea levels, placing pressure on healthcare, housing and social services in receiving countries. This shows that climate change is both an environmental and public health justice issue.
Vulnerable populations, including older adults, children and low-income communities, are disproportionately affected by climate-related hazards because they often have fewer resources to adapt to environmental change (World Health Organization, 2023a). Consequently, achieving SDG 13 is closely linked to reducing health inequalities and promoting sustainable development.
Global Climate Policies and Initiatives
The Paris Agreement, adopted in 2015, remains one of the most significant international agreements aimed at limiting global temperature increases and reducing greenhouse gas emissions (United Nations, 2015). Climate conferences such as COP26 have strengthened global recognition of the relationship between climate change and public health, while the World Health Organization (2023a) encourages countries to develop climate-resilient healthcare systems through emergency preparedness and sustainable healthcare practices.
Despite these commitments, global climate action remains inconsistent. Many countries continue to depend heavily on fossil fuels and frequently fail to achieve emission reduction targets (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2022). The WHO estimates that climate change could cause approximately 250,000 additional deaths per year between 2030 and 2050 from undernutrition, malaria, diarrhoea and heat stress alone (World Health Organization, 2023a). Climate injustice also persists because low-income countries experience the greatest impact despite contributing the least to global greenhouse gas emissions (World Bank, 2022; UNICEF, 2021). These challenges demonstrate that stronger international cooperation and greater financial support for vulnerable countries are essential if SDG 13 is to be achieved.
National Policies and Initiatives in the United Kingdom
The UK Government introduced the Net Zero Strategy to achieve net-zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050 through policies promoting active travel, renewable energy and improved air quality (HM Government, 2021). These initiatives support environmental sustainability and public health by encouraging physical activity and reducing pollution. In healthcare, the NHS became the first national health system to commit to net zero, aiming to reach net zero for directly controlled emissions by 2040 and for wider emissions it can influence by 2045 (NHS England, 2023). However, progress has been constrained by competing economic priorities and inconsistent policy implementation. Although active travel schemes promote healthier behaviours, inadequate infrastructure and safety concerns continue to limit public uptake (NICE, 2022).
Climate change also challenges UK infrastructure. Heatwaves increasingly expose the weakness of homes, hospitals, schools and transport systems built for cooler conditions. In summer 2024, the UK Health Security Agency recorded 1,311 heat-associated deaths in England across four heat episodes, highlighting the growing health risks of rising temperatures (UK Health Security Agency, 2024). Overheating particularly affects older adults and people with chronic conditions, showing the need for adaptation alongside emission reduction. However, fossil fuel investment and air pollution continue to undermine progress and disproportionately affect vulnerable communities, making stronger policy implementation and climate-resilient infrastructure essential (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2022; UK Health Security Agency, 2023).
Local Climate and Sustainability Initiatives
Local councils have introduced sustainability initiatives including recycling programmes, green spaces, low-emission transport schemes and community environmental projects. Birmingham City Council (2023) implemented a Clean Air Zone to reduce pollution and improve public health outcomes. Access to green spaces supports physical activity, improves mental wellbeing and reduces stress; a systematic review found that greater green space exposure was associated with lower risks of several adverse health outcomes, including reduced cardiovascular mortality (Twohig-Bennett and Jones, 2018). Active travel infrastructure also encourages healthier lifestyles (NICE, 2022). However, access to green spaces remains uneven across urban areas.
Residents living in deprived neighbourhoods are often more exposed to air pollution and extreme heat because they have fewer green spaces and poorer housing conditions. Consequently, environmental inequalities continue to contribute to health inequalities despite local sustainability initiatives. Applying the ecological model of health demonstrates that environmental, social and policy factors collectively influence health behaviours and wellbeing (Solar and Irwin, 2017). Therefore, effective climate action requires coordinated interventions across health services, local government and communities.
Recommendations for SDG 13
The UK Government should strengthen climate adaptation through heat-resilient infrastructure, including cooling systems in hospitals, schools and care homes, urban tree planting and improved housing standards. These measures would reduce heat-related illness and mortality while supporting long-term sustainability (UK Health Security Agency, 2024).
Local authorities should expand affordable public transport, safe cycling routes and accessible walking infrastructure in deprived communities. This would improve health, reduce air pollution and support net-zero targets (NICE, 2022).
Climate education should be embedded in schools, workplaces and healthcare settings to improve understanding of sustainable lifestyles, heatwave preparedness and climate-related health risks. This would encourage healthier behaviours and strengthen community resilience.
Finally, the NHS and local authorities should create coordinated climate adaptation plans, including heatwave warning systems, emergency preparedness and targeted support for vulnerable groups. This would reduce climate-related health inequalities and strengthen healthcare and community resilience.
Conclusion
In conclusion, SDG 3 and SDG 13 are closely interconnected because health and wellbeing are shaped by environmental, social and economic conditions. Although progress has been made globally, nationally and locally, substantial inequalities and implementation challenges remain.
Universal Health Coverage, the Paris Agreement, the NHS Long Term Plan and the UK Net Zero Strategy provide important frameworks for public health and sustainability. However, limited funding, political barriers, workforce shortages, social inequalities and weak climate adaptation continue to restrict their effectiveness.
Climate change will increasingly shape health in coming decades. Without stronger investment in prevention, climate-resilient infrastructure and policies addressing wider social determinants, inequalities are likely to widen. Achieving the SDGs by 2030 therefore requires coordinated action between governments, healthcare providers, local authorities and communities to create healthier, fairer and more sustainable societies. 
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