
 

Housing, climate change mitigation and health co-benefits

Many strategies to reduce climate change have large, immediate 

health benefi ts, while others may pose health risks or tradeoffs. 

Examined systematically, a powerful new set of measures to 

improve health and promote sustainable development emerges.

WHO’s Health in the Green Economy series reviews the evidence 

about expected health impacts of climate change mitigation in   

key economic sectors. The series identifi es how investments and 

policies in areas such as housing, transport, and energy could 

yield signifi cant health “co-benefi ts” and help prevent the growing 

burden of noncommunicable diseases. Exploring development 

options from this health perspective can help policymakers to 

better identify “win-win” strategies. 

Opportunities for synergies are identifi ed in this report for the 

transport sector.  
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Foreword

The threat climate change poses to health, equity, and development has been 
rigorously documented.i, ii, iii, iv However, in an era marked by economic crisis, 
regional conflicts, natural disasters and growing disparities between rich and 
poor, the joint global actions required to address climate change have been vig-
orously debated – and critical decisions postponed.

This document, part of WHO’s Health in the Green Economy series, describes 
how many climate change measures can be “win-wins” for people and the planet.

These policies yield large, immediate public health benefits while reducing the 
upward trajectory of greenhouse gas emissions. Many of these policies can 
improve the health and equity of people in poor countries and assist developing 
countries in adapting to climate change that is already occurring, as evidenced 
by more extreme storms, flooding, drought and heatwaves.

WHO’s Department of Public Health and Environment launched the Health in 
the Green Economy initiative in 2010 to review potential health and equity “co-
benefits” of proposed climate change measures – as well as relevant risks.

This review examines mitigation strategies discussed in the Fourth Assessment 
Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (Working Group III),v 
which constitutes the most broad-based global review of mitigation options by 
scientific experts.

The IPCC review covers transport, agriculture, commercial and residential buildings 
and energy, among other topics. Policies considered in the IPCC review of each sector 
are thus the primary focus of health-oriented review in this Health in Green Economy 
series. Each report in the series considers the likely health co-benefits of mitigation 
measures in a particular sector; this review addresses the Transport Sector.

WHO has undertaken considerable work on “healthy transport” measures such as active 
transport (walking and cycling) and better urban planning based upon low-emissions 
public transport systems. This document looks at how such healthy strategies can be 
implemented through mitigation policies. Mitigation strategies could not only reduce the 

i Chan M. Cutting carbon, improving health. Lancet, 2009, 374(9705):1870–1871 (http://www.thelancet.
com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140–6736(09)61993–0/fulltext). 

ii Climate Change 2007: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability. Contribution of Working Group II to the 
Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. Geneva, 2007. 

iii Climate variability and change and their health effects in small island states: information for adaptation 
planning in the health sector. World Health Organization. Geneva, 2006 (http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
pmc/articles/PMC1764155/). 

iv Protecting health from climate change: connecting science, policy and people. World Health Organization, 
Geneva, 2009 (http://extranet.who.int/iris/handle/123456789/866).

v Metz B et al. eds. Climate Change 2007: Mitigation of Climate Change. Contribution of Working Group 
III to the Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. Cambridge & 
New York, Cambridge University Press, 2007.

Walking to school: Important 
to child health and to climate 
change mitigation. Here, 
pupils from Banareng  Primary 
School, Atteridgeville, South 
Africa, stand on scholar patrol 
duty: Boitumelo Phalane (fore-
ground). (Photo: Brett Eloff)
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risks of transport, but also promote health-enhancing environments that, for example, 
could facilitate healthy physical activity. Many such strategies can save considerably in 
health care costs, particularly in the costs of soaring noncommunicable diseases, includ-
ing cardiovascular disease, hypertension, cancers and a range of obesity-related diseases.

Healthier lower-carbon transport strategies also are cost-efficient investments for indi-
viduals and societies. The infrastructure costs of better networks for walking and cycling, 
or of siting schools nearer to residential areas, are very modest compared with the costs 
of developing new vehicle technologies, however vital such technologies still may be. For 
households, and particularly the poor, more effective public transport and safer walking/
cycling routes can yield significant savings in travel time and expense as well as prevent-
ing disease and promoting better health.

As the preamble to WHO’s 1948 constitution states: “Health is a state of complete phys-
ical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.”

Mitigation measures that can produce better health outcomes are of vital interest to the 
health sector and health policy-makers. Local, national and international policies can 
protect the natural environment while also improving public health and health care 
services. Such policies serve WHO’s goal of “attainment of the highest level of health for 
all.” This document and this series outline opportunities where, for a minimal invest-
ment of health sector resources, big gains for public health can be leveraged. 

Dr Maria Neira 
Director of Public Health and Environment 
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