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Introduction
The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), established in 2015 as part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, serve as a universal framework for addressing interconnected global challenges (United Nations, 2015). Among these, SDG 3: Good Health and Wellbeing and SDG 6: Clean Water and Sanitation are critically interlinked, as access to clean water and effective sanitation underpins population health, disease prevention, and overall wellbeing (World Health Organization [WHO], 2023). Inadequate water quality and sanitation continue to exacerbate health inequalities, particularly affecting vulnerable populations globally and within high-income nations such as the United Kingdom (Public Health England [PHE], 2021). 

This report critically examines how these two SDGs influence health and wellbeing outcomes on global, national, and local levels. It evaluates key policies and initiatives that promote sustainable health and water management, exploring their effectiveness and alignment with theoretical frameworks such as the social determinants of health model (Marmot, 2020) and the planetary health framework (Whitmee et al., 2015). Furthermore, it considers the intersections between environmental sustainability and social equity, analysing how local and national interventions can contribute to global progress. The report concludes by offering evidence-based recommendations for strengthening UK policies to ensure sustainable health and wellbeing through integrated water, sanitation, and public health strategies.
Section 1: SDG 3 – Good Health and Wellbeing 
Overview and Global Context
Sustainable Development Goal 3 (SDG 3) seeks to “ensure healthy lives and promote wellbeing for all at all ages” (United Nations, 2015). It is one of the most comprehensive goals within the 2030 Agenda, comprising 13 specific targets that encompass universal health coverage (UHC), reductions in maternal and child mortality, the eradication of communicable diseases, and the prevention of non-communicable diseases (NCDs). Global progress toward SDG 3 has been uneven, as highlighted by the World Health Statistics Report (WHO, 2023), which identifies persistent inequalities in access to healthcare services, particularly in low- and middle-income countries. However, even in high-income nations such as the United Kingdom, health disparities remain deeply entrenched due to socioeconomic, environmental, and behavioural determinants.
The COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated both the interdependence of global health systems and the fragility of progress toward SDG 3. It exposed systemic weaknesses in preparedness, workforce capacity, and supply chain resilience (UNDP, 2022). Consequently, WHO’s Global Health Strategy 2023–2030 emphasises “health for peace and peace for health,” promoting inclusive, equitable, and sustainable health systems capable of addressing future global threats. The pandemic also reinforced the planetary health framework, which posits that human health depends on the stability of natural systems and the prudent management of Earth’s resources (Whitmee et al., 2015).
At the global policy level, initiatives such as the Universal Health Coverage Partnership (WHO, 2022) and the One Health Approach (FAO, 2022) illustrate the growing commitment to integrating human, animal, and environmental health. The global emphasis is shifting from curative to preventive care, with greater recognition of how climate change, pollution, and water scarcity affect morbidity and mortality rates.

National Context: The UK Approach
The United Kingdom has embedded the principles of SDG 3 within its national health policies through an emphasis on prevention, equity, and sustainability. The NHS Long Term Plan (2019) serves as the cornerstone of national strategy, outlining priorities for improving population health through early intervention, digital transformation, and integrated care models (NHS England, 2019). It explicitly recognises that good health is shaped by social and environmental factors beyond clinical care — a view consistent with the Social Determinants of Health Model developed by Marmot (2020).
The Marmot Review (2020) identified six key policy objectives for improving health equity in England: giving every child the best start in life, enabling fair employment, creating healthy and sustainable communities, and strengthening the role of prevention. Despite this, recent findings suggest that health inequalities have widened, with life expectancy in the most deprived areas stalling or declining (ONS, 2023). The Health and Care Act 2022 attempted to address these gaps by formalising Integrated Care Systems (ICSs) — regional partnerships that bring together NHS organisations, local authorities, and voluntary sectors to deliver joined-up care and tackle local priorities (UK Government, 2022).
Furthermore, environmental sustainability has become a growing concern within the UK’s healthcare system. The Greener NHS Programme (2020) represents a pioneering national initiative to achieve net-zero emissions by 2040, recognising that environmental degradation directly affects public health through air pollution, extreme weather, and water contamination (NHS, 2021). The integration of environmental sustainability into healthcare delivery reflects a shift toward a planetary health approach, which considers ecological stability as fundamental to human wellbeing (Whitmee et al., 2015).
However, critical analysis indicates that UK policy often remains fragmented across sectors. Health strategies, while ambitious, tend to focus primarily on biomedical outcomes rather than tackling the root social and ecological determinants of health (Bambra et al., 2020). The lack of consistent funding for public health, alongside workforce shortages and rising demand, continues to challenge the delivery of equitable and sustainable health services (The King’s Fund, 2023).

Local Level and Community Initiatives
At the local level, SDG 3 is operationalised through regional health boards, local councils, and community partnerships. Health and Wellbeing Boards (HWBs) were established under the Health and Social Care Act 2012 to facilitate collaboration between local government, NHS providers, and community organisations. These boards play a crucial role in identifying local needs through Joint Strategic Needs Assessments (JSNAs) and developing strategies tailored to local health inequalities.
The Greater Manchester Local Care Organisation (GM LCO) offers a leading example of localised health integration. By bringing together NHS services, local authorities, and voluntary sector partners, the GM LCO has improved hospital discharge rates, community-based care access, and health outcomes among vulnerable populations (NHS Manchester, 2022). Similarly, the Cardiff and Vale Wellbeing Plan aligns local initiatives with SDG 3 through partnerships that promote physical activity, mental health resilience, and healthy housing (Public Health Wales, 2022).
From a theoretical perspective, these local models reflect principles of the Health in All Policies (HiAP) framework, which advocates for the inclusion of health considerations across all policy domains — transport, housing, education, and environment — to address the structural drivers of health inequalities (World Health Organization, 2014).
However, local implementation remains uneven. A study by The Nuffield Trust (2022) highlights that local authorities have faced substantial cuts to public health budgets since 2015, limiting their capacity to deliver preventive services such as smoking cessation, obesity reduction, and mental health support. The resulting geographic variation in service provision contributes to persistent disparities in life expectancy between affluent and deprived communities.

Critical Evaluation
A critical examination of SDG 3 implementation in the UK reveals both progress and persistent challenges. On the positive side, the UK demonstrates global leadership in universal health coverage, environmental sustainability within healthcare, and integrated care frameworks. Yet, gaps remain in addressing the upstream social and environmental determinants of health.
The biomedical model, which underpins much of NHS policy, tends to prioritise treatment rather than prevention. This narrow focus contrasts with the ecological public health model, which emphasises interconnections between human health, environment, and society (Lang & Rayner, 2012). Moreover, policy fragmentation between national and local levels leads to duplication, inefficiency, and inconsistent outcomes (The King’s Fund, 2023). The absence of long-term funding stability further undermines preventive and community-based programmes.
Critically, the intersection between SDG 3 and other SDGs—particularly SDG 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation) and SDG 13 (Climate Action)—remains underdeveloped in policy discourse. Environmental degradation and climate-related events such as flooding and drought have direct implications for public health, yet these are often treated as separate policy domains. A stronger cross-sectoral governance framework is therefore necessary to embed sustainability and resilience into the core of public health planning.

Recommendations
 Enhance Cross-Sector Collaboration: Strengthen integration between health, housing, transport, and environmental policies through the adoption of a Health in All Policies framework.
Prioritise Preventive Health Funding: Redirect a greater proportion of NHS resources toward preventive and community health initiatives to address root causes rather than symptoms.
 Expand Environmental Health Monitoring: Introduce health impact assessments for all major infrastructure and environmental policies to evaluate their effects on population wellbeing.
 Invest in Workforce Sustainability: Support training programmes that embed sustainability, public health literacy, and systems thinking into NHS and local government practice.
  Promote Equity through Data-Driven Policy: Use local-level data to target the social determinants of health and reduce regional inequalities in life expectancy
.

Section 2: SDG 6 – Clean Water and Sanitation
SDG 6 aims to “ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all” (United Nations, 2015). Access to clean water and sanitation underpins health, economic productivity, and gender equality. Globally, WHO and UNICEF’s Joint Monitoring Programme highlights that 2.2 billion people still lack access to safe drinking water (UNICEF and WHO, 2023). Poor water quality contributes to the spread of diseases such as cholera and dysentery, posing a major barrier to achieving SDG 3.

In the UK, water and sanitation management is primarily regulated through the Water Industry Act 1991 and the Environment Act 2021, overseen by the Environment Agency and Ofwat. While the UK boasts near-universal access to potable water, significant challenges persist around water pollution, ageing infrastructure, and environmental sustainability (Environment Agency, 2023). 

The UK Government’s 25-Year Environment Plan (2018) and the Plan for Water (2023) aim to enhance river quality, reduce storm overflows, and strengthen ecosystem resilience (DEFRA, 2023). However, water quality incidents—such as sewage discharges by private companies—have raised public concern and highlighted the need for stricter regulatory enforcement (The Guardian, 2024). These events underscore the tension between privatisation, profit motives, and sustainability goals.

Local authorities and water companies have adopted community-led programmes such as Catchment Sensitive Farming and River Trust Projects to reduce pollution and engage communities in sustainable water use (DEFRA, 2023). The Blue Health Project in Plymouth, for example, connects access to clean and natural water spaces with improved mental health and wellbeing (White et al., 2021). 

Despite significant progress, the UK faces shortcomings in water governance. Privatisation has resulted in uneven accountability, with water companies sometimes prioritising profit over ecological outcomes (The Guardian, 2024). Furthermore, insufficient investment in infrastructure renewal risks undermining long-term sustainability goals. 

From a theoretical lens, the social-ecological systems model (Ostrom, 2009) suggests that sustainable water governance requires adaptive co-management between government, industry, and communities. In practice, however, decision-making in the UK water sector remains top-down, limiting community participation and local empowerment.

Recommendations: 
Reform regulatory structures to ensure transparent accountability of water companies and stronger community representation in water management. This includes empowering local authorities and citizen panels to participate in decision-making processes concerning water quality, resource allocation, and pollution prevention.
Integrate SDG 3 and SDG 6 objectives through cross-sector strategies that explicitly link environmental sustainability to health outcomes. Public health agencies, environmental bodies, and local governments should collaborate to develop joint frameworks that address water contamination, sanitation standards, and health inequalities arising from environmental degradation.
Invest in green infrastructure and community resilience programmes to mitigate the health impacts of climate-related water challenges. Initiatives such as sustainable urban drainage systems, wetland restoration, and climate-resilient housing can reduce flood risks while enhancing community wellbeing and ecological sustainability. Furthermore, embedding public health impact assessments in water management and urban planning policies would strengthen the preventative approach to health protection and ensure alignment with both national sustainability goals and the UN 2030 Agenda.
Conclusion
This report has critically examined how SDG 3 (Good Health and Wellbeing) and SDG 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation) intersect to shape health, wellbeing, and sustainability outcomes globally, nationally, and locally. Both goals are intrinsically linked through shared dependencies on environmental integrity, social equity, and sustainable resource management. In the UK, policies such as the NHS Long Term Plan and 25-Year Environment Plan demonstrate commitment to these aims; however, the persistence of health inequalities, pollution, and fragmented governance structures suggests that progress remains uneven.

The analysis reveals that while global frameworks provide valuable direction, effective implementation depends on integrated, localised action. Theories such as social determinants of health, planetary health, and social-ecological systems highlight the importance of systemic approaches that bridge health, environment, and sustainability domains.

To accelerate progress, the UK must prioritise preventive health measures, equitable water governance, and cross-sector collaboration that embeds sustainability within all policy areas. Ultimately, achieving SDGs 3 and 6 requires recognising that human wellbeing is inseparable from ecological wellbeing—demanding long-term commitment, inclusive governance, and robust accountability mechanisms to ensure a healthier, more sustainable future for all.
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