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The United Nations’ Paris agreement on climate change has put
health at the centre of the effort to control global warming and
has sent a message to all countries saying that a reduction in
fossil fuel burning will reduce illness.
The agreement, which binds countries to hold temperature rises
to “well below” 2°C, was welcomed by the World Health
Organization and thousands of health professionals.
Health is mentioned three times in the core text of the agreement,
which refers to the “co-benefits” of tackling health and climate
change at the same time.
Margaret Chan, director general of the WHO, said, “Many of
the same inefficient and polluting energy choices that are driving
climate change are also devastating human health. Climate
change degrades air quality, reduces food security, and
compromises water supplies and sanitation.
“Climate change, and all of its dire consequences for health,
should be at centre stage, right now, whenever talk turns to the
future of human civilisations. After all, that’s what is at stake.”
WHOhas calculated that by 2030 climate changewill be causing
an additional 250 000 deaths each year frommalaria, diarrhoeal
disease, heat stress, and undernutrition.
The effects on health of a warmer world were emphasised in a
series of parallel social, economic, and environmental meetings.
Nicholas Stern, the British economist, said that tackling air
pollution would greatly reduce warming and improve health.
“We are only just learning about the scale of the toxicity of coal
and diesel,” he said. “We know that in China 4000 people a day
die of air pollution. In India it is far worse. Thirteen of the 20
most polluted cities in the world are in India. Not one is in
China. This is a deep, deep problem.”

Declarations of a global medical consensus on climate change
were signed by 1700 health organisations, 8200 hospitals and
health facilities, and bodies representing over 13 million health
professionals.
Nick Watts, a research fellow at University College London’s
Institute for Global Health and coordinator of the Global Climate
and Health Alliance, said, “The health and medical community
are often a little bit slow to engage, but when they do they have
the potential to move mountains. Whether it’s tobacco, or polio
vaccination, or turning back the tide in the spread of HIV, the
health profession when it does engage is a powerful actor and
advocate.”
Mark Watts, chief executive officer of C40, a coalition of 40
major cities that have pledged to fight climate change, said,
“There is a common agenda in cities. Places like Delhi and
Beijing are starting to understand that the solutions to both are
the same. If we tackled climate change the causes of air pollution
would largely disappear.”
The Paris agreement, which will come into force in 2020, will
provide $100bn (£66bn; €90bn) a year for developing countries
to adapt their economies. All countries have set themselves
targets to reduce emissions over the next 10-15 years, but the
pledges made by individual countries will only hold
temperatures to about a 3°C rise. To get to “well below 2°C”
countries will need pledge to cut emissions much deeper over
the coming years.
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