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Outline: 

• Environmental burden of disease

• WHO’s strategic and policy and frameworks 

• Nature and human health; Urban green space, Nature-based 
solutions, and One Health 



A healthy 

environment in the 

WHO European Region:
why it matters and what steps 

we can take to improve health



Ambient and 
household air 
pollution



569 000 premature 

deaths can be attributed 

to ambient air pollution.

In the WHO European Region in 2019:

can be attributable to 

household air pollution.

154000 deaths97%of the population 

were exposed to PM
2.5 

concentrations above the 

WHO air quality guidelines. 

Ambient and household air pollution    Key risks to health 



SDG indicator 3.9.1: mortality rate attributed to household and ambient 

air pollution (per 100 000 population), 2019

Source: Adapted from Global Health Observatory data repository, 2022 (18). Reproduced under CC BY-NC-SA 

3.0 IGO licence 

(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo/).

Map production: Public Health Information and Geoagraphic Information System (GIS) World Health Organization

Ambient and household air pollution    Key risks to health 



Of the 10 million disability adjusted life years in 2019 caused by ambient 

air pollution: 

62% were due

to ischemic heart
disease

6%were due to 

trachea, bronchus, 

lung cancers

7% were due to lower 

respiratory infections

7% were due to

chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease

18% were

due to stroke

Ambient and household air pollution    Key risks to health 



WASH



WASH    Key risks to health 

About 77 million people

lacked safely managed 

drinking-water.

Access to adequate WASH services is still limited in the Region. 

Data from 2020 and 2021 showed that:

2.7 million people 

relied on surface 

water as their main 

drinking source.

Only 7/10 people 
used safely managed 

sanitation services2.

Around 350 000 

people still practiced 

open defecation3.



Access to adequate WASH services is still limited in the Region. 

Data from 2020 and 2021 showed that:

Only 2/3 of domestic 

waste-water 

was safely treated.

Around 96% of pupils 

had access to basic drinking-water 

services in schools. Access rates 

for basic sanitation and hygiene 

services were around 94%.

WASH    Key risks to health 



The health burden related to WASH is preventable.

About 33 500 deaths

were attributed to inadequate 

WASH conditions and services in 

2019. That’s 92 deaths per day.

11% of all acute respiratory 

deaths are attributable to 

poor hygiene and 30% of diarrhoea-

related deaths to poor WASH services.

WASH    Key risks to health 



Chemicals



Chemicals    Key risks to health 

In 2019 in the WHO European Region, 

269 500 deaths 
were attributable to exposure to chemicals 

or groups of chemicals such as pesticides, 

occupational carcinogens, lead and 

occupational particles. 

However, as this assessment is 

based on only a specified and, 

therefore, limited list of particular 

chemicals and groups, the true 

burden is considerably larger.



Chemicals    Key risks to health 

Figure 1. Health impact of exposure to hazardous chemicals within the WHO European Region

~100 000
chemicals on the market

~22 600
chemicals with a use 

of over 1 tonne per year

~4700
chemicals with a use of over 

100 tonnes per year prioritized in 

hazard characterization and 

evaluation

~10 000
chemicals with fairly good

characterization for a subset of their 

hazards and exposures

~20 000
chemicals with limited

characterization for their hazards and 

exposures

~70 000
chemicals with poor

characterization for their hazards and 

exposures

Hazard Exposure

Risk

Source: Adapted from European Environment Agency, 2022 (37). Reproduced under CC BY 2.5 DK licence (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.5/dk/deed.en_GB).



Chemicals    Key risks to health 

Figure 2. Proportion of deaths caused by diseases attributed to chemicals

1%
Lead – chronic 

kidney disease 1% 
Pesticides –
self harm

53%
Cancers –

occupational 
carcinogens

28%
Lead – cardiovascular 

diseases

12%
Occupational particulates – COPD

1%
Pneumoconisis

3%
Chemicals – poisonings

1%
Chemicals – 
congenital anomalies

Source: Quantification based on data from the Global Health Observatory and Global Health Data Exchange. Reproduced under CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 IGO licence (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo/). 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo/


Climate change



Climate change    Key risks to health 

In the last 50 years, 1 672 reported disasters in the Region have led to 159 438 deaths 

and economic losses of US$ 476.5 billion.

Floods, at 38% 
and storms, at

16-44 million 

more people 

globally, will be 

affected by high water 

stress by the 2070s.

An increase of 17% 
was seen in the 

reproductive rate of 

dengue between 1986 

and 2020.

148 109 lives were 

lost due to extreme 

temperatures, led to the 

highest proportion of 

disaster-related deaths 

(93%).

32% were the 

most-reported causes 

of disasters.



> 47 000-117 000

A rise of 1.94 –1.99°C 
has been seen in Europe’s average 

temperature since preindustrial times.

In the last 2 decades, the 

Region has faced increasing 

wildland fire smoke.

> 150 00 excess heat deaths 

were caused in the summer of 2022, 

the Region's hottest on record.

Mental health is affected by 

anxiety and distress associated 

with climate change.

Climate change    Key risks to health 

heat-attributable deaths 

per year are likely to be 

caused by high ambient 

temperatures between 

2071 and 2099 in 

43 Member States.



Radiation



Radiation    Key risks to health 

Around 24 600 

deaths from lung cancer 

were caused by residential 

radon in 20194.

78 000 
melanoma cases 

were attributed to 

UV radiation in 2012.

500 women and 20 000 thyroid 

cancer cases were 

caused by the Chernobyl 

accident (up to 2015).

300 men may die 

each year from 

melanoma, as a result 

of indoor tanning.



Healthy cities



Healthy cities    Key risks to health 

In Europe:

Around 80% 

of people are 

expected to live 

in urban areas 

in 2030.

> 100 million 

people were exposed

 to harmful levels of 

environmental noise 

pollution in 2017.

30% of car 

journeys cover less 

than 3 km and 50%

  cover less than 5 km.

2.8 million sites in the 

EU-28 experience potentially 

polluting activities. More than 

650 000 sites are registered 

in national and/or 

regional inventories.



Healthy cities    Key risks to health 

14.8% of the 

population live

 in a dwelling with 

leaks, damp or rot.

Between 3% and 63% 
of the urban population 
lived in crowded conditions

 in 2019.

Only 3% 

of the total city 

area comprises publicly 

accessible green space.

An almost 1% 

reduction in natural-

cause mortality could 

be achieved through 

adequate access to 

green space.

In Europe:



Environmentally 
sustainable and climate-
smart health systems



6% of patients on average 

acquired an infection during 

a hospital stay in 2016–2017.

249 metric tons of carbon 

dioxide equivalent are emitted 

by the EU health-care industry, 

making it the third largest globally.

Environmentally sustainable and climate-smart health systems    Key risks to health 

15% of the waste 

generated by health-care 

activities is considered 

hazardous material.

2% of countries 

in Europe and northern 

America provide data on 

basic water, 1% on basic 

sanitation, 2% on basic 

hygiene and 2% on basic 

waste management, 

as of 2022.

Around 670 000 infections 

occur each year due to antimicrobial 

resistance in the European Economic 

Area, associated with 33 000 deaths.



WHO global 
strategy on health, 
environment and 
climate change, 
2020 

Transformation is needed to 
improve lives and wellbeing 
sustainably through healthy 
environments

Six strategic objectives

• Primary prevention

• Cross-sectoral action

• Strengthened health 
sector

• Building support

• Enhanced evidence and 
communication

• Monitoring

World Health Organization (2020). WHO global strategy on health, environment and climate change: the transformation needed to improve lives and wellbeing sustainably through 
healthy environments. World Health Organization. https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/331959.

https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/331959
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/331959
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/331959
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/331959


Protect nature

Ensure basic services

Shift to clean energy

Promote healthy sustainable 

food systems

Build livable cities

Stop subsidizing pollution

WHO Manifesto and Actionables for a healthy recovery from 
COVID-19
Six Prescriptions for a healthy and green recovery

[5] WHO - World Health Organization (2020). WHO Manifesto for a healthy and green post-COVID-19 recovery. Prescriptions and 

Actionables for a Healthy and Green Recovery. Geneva, Switzerland: WHO - World Health Organization (https://www.who.int/news-

room/feature-stories/detail/who-manifesto-for-a-healthy-recovery-from-covid-19).



Series of Ministerial Conferences on 
Environment and Health endorsed by the WHO 
Regional Committee

2023
Budapest

2010
Parma

1999
London

1989
Frankfurt

2017
Ostrava

2004
Budapest

1994
Helsinki



Protect vulnerable populations and 
vulnerable life stages

Tackle climate change, environmental 
pollution and loss of biodiversity

Build Forward Better from COVID-19 
pandemic, including actions for urban 
resilience

The Conference in a nutshell:
Addressing the health dimension of the “triple environmental crisis” while recovering from COVID-19

Focus on accelerating action to:



Nature and green spaces – 
pathways to health

Artwork by Anne Cleary

Environmental 

benefits

Nature benefits 

for humans

Social and activity 

benefits

Mental benefits



WHO Europe technical resources on:



 Nature provides essential services: clean water, 

food, medicine, climate regulation.

 Biodiversity loss threatens food systems, health, 

and wellbeing.

 Exposure to nature reduces risks of diabetes, 

cardiovascular disease, and mental health issues.

 Protecting ecosystems is vital for future generations 

and supports SDGs 14 & 15.

 WHO promotes nature-based health strategies 

through evidence and policy support.



 Green and blue spaces improve physical and 

mental health, reduce pollution and heat.

 They support social cohesion, physical activity, 

and stress reduction.

 Valuing these spaces helps guide urban planning 

and resource allocation.

 Risks include allergies, zoonotic diseases, and 

safety concerns.

 WHO provides tools for assessing health 

impacts and economic value.



 NbS address health and environmental 

sustainability together.

 Benefits include improved air/water/soil quality, 

disease prevention, mental wellbeing.

 NbS support sustainable health systems and 

medical recovery.

 Design and management must avoid unintended 

health risks.

 WHO promotes NbS across sectors and links 

them to One Health.





Nature and mental health



Nature and mental health



The One Health Approach

Source: One Health High Level Expert Panel, 2021

One Health is an integrated, unifying approach that 
aims to sustainably balance and optimize the health 

of humans, animals, plants and ecosystems. It 
recognizes the health of humans, domestic and wild 

animals, plants and the wider environment (including 
ecosystems) are closely linked and interdependent.

The approach mobilizes multiple sectors, disciplines 
and communities at varying levels of society to work 

together to foster well-being and tackle threats to 
health and ecosystems, while addressing the 

collective need for clean water, energy and air, safe 
and nutritious food, taking action on climate change, 

and contributing to sustainable development.

One Health definition developed by the One Health High-Level Expert Panel 



Six OH Joint Plan of Action Tracks



Goals: 
➢ Formulize the role of the environment within 

the One Health approach, specifically, in animal 
mediated diseases

➢ Understand how One Health is relevant to all 
aspects of human health, including 
communicable, non-communicable diseases, 
and injuries 

➢ Understand how the stressors to the 
environment play a role in animal mediated 
diseases (land-use change, biodiversity loss, 
climate change, and environmental pollution)

40

WHO, Sinaia Netanyahu, Miri Tsalyuk 2022 
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