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Unbearable heat and unbreathable air – finding 
win–win solutions for climate and health 
COP28 side event in the SDG pavilion – Blue Zone, Thematic Arena 3, space TA3-210 

Thursday 30 November 13:00–14:00 

The event will be streamed live on the UN DESA YouTube page 
https://www.youtube.com/user/UnitedNationsDESA 

Summary 

The event will explain how extreme heat and polluted air, are the most direct outcomes of climate 
change and its drivers on health, and suggest win–win solutions, arguing for greater inclusion of 
health in the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) agenda. 

Background  

Extreme heat and polluted air are the most immediate and direct outcomes of climate change and its 
drivers on health – adding to the growing burden of noncommunicable diseases (NCDs), the world’s 
biggest killers today. 

NCDs are responsible for 74% of all deaths, mainly from cardiovascular and respiratory diseases, 
cancer, diabetes, and mental health conditions. 

While the climate crisis has received massive global attention, the most-discussed health impacts so 
far have been related to infectious diseases. These include waterborne and vector-borne diseases that 
are expanding their range with global warming, as well as pathogens emerging from animal reservoirs 
subjected to climate-related impacts on habitats.  

While these are important, the impact of climate on health due to a swelling burden of NCDs is 
potentially much larger – with growing proportion of the disease burden in developing countries.   

https://www.youtube.com/user/UnitedNationsDESA
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/what-is-the-united-nations-framework-convention-on-climate-change
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Articles 1 and 3 of the 1992 UNFCCC committed Parties to the Convention to mitigate adverse effects 
of climate change on human health and welfare.1 Even so, for the past 30 years, health has been 
largely ignored as an element of formal UNFCCC negotiations, and only this year, at COP28, are parties 
convening the first-ever “Health Day” at ministerial level.   

This panel discussion will examine ways in which health impacts of climate change can be 
acknowledged and addressed, going forward, in both formal and informal fora. The specific focus of 
this event will be on climate-sensitive noncommunicable diseases, particularly those related to heat 
stress and air pollution.  

In terms of heat stress, this past July, for instance, was the hottest month ever recorded, and it seems 
very likely that 2023 will become the hottest year on record (WMO). Progressively larger parts of the 
earth are becoming unsafe for outside work during much of the day or the year. The impacts on health 
range from increased incidence of kidney disease to more frequent heat strokes and more morbidity 
and mortality from cardiovascular disorders.   

Additionally, there are also health impacts from extreme weather events, including injuries and 
mental health impacts from the displacement and disruption of severe floods, droughts, storms and 
wildfires, as well as from climate caused malnutrition and undernutrition. 

Finally, there are the chronic disease impacts of air pollution, which kill 7 million people a year, 85% 
as a result of NCDs. Air pollutants are generally emitted by the same sources as leading emitters of 
CO2. In addition, some key air pollutants, like black carbon, ozone and methane also are short-lived 
climate pollutants in and of themselves.     

During the side event, we will describe how climate change, air pollution and NCDs – all major crises of 
this century – are interlinked. We will use the powerful statement UN Secretary-General Guterres 
made during UNGA this year as our starting point, “The era of global warming has ended. The era of 
global boiling has arrived. The air is unbreathable and the heat is unbearable. And the level of fossil fuel 
profits and climate inaction is unacceptable.”  

The interlinkages are particularly apparent when considering the suite of SDGs and sub-targets 
interlinked to health and climate. These include SDG target 3.4, which aims to reduce NCD mortality 
by one third and SDG target 3.9 reducing air pollution deaths. Related to these, are SDG target 7.1 
ensuring access to affordable, reliable and modern energy services; SDG target 11.6 reducing air 
pollution in sustainable cities and communities; and SDG 13 on climate action. 

 
1 UNFCCC Article 1 DEFINITIONS: For the purposes of this Convention: 1. “Adverse effects of climate change” means 
changes in the physical environment or biota resulting from climate change which have significant deleterious effects 
on the composition, resilience or productivity of natural and managed ecosystems or on the operation of socio-economic 
systems or on human health and welfare. 

Article 3 PRINCIPLES: In their actions to achieve the objective of the Convention and to implement its provisions, the Parties 
shall be guided, inter alia, by the following: (…) The Parties should take precautionary measures to anticipate, prevent 
or minimize the causes of climate change and mitigate its adverse effects. 
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Event description  

During the event, panellists will first explain the evidence around the aforementioned climate, health 
and NCD linkages.   

The event will then focus on win–win solutions that reduce climate and health hazards, through the 
phase out of fossil fuels, cooking on solid fuels and open-air burning will reduce health risks 
particularly among people living with chronic health conditions, and other vulnerable groups.  

Finally, the event will discuss how health can be better incorporated into UNFCCC negotiations, 
national climate action plans, finance and reporting processes, as well as how health workers can play 
a role in reducing exposures by promoting greater awareness.    

 

Event agenda – 1 hour   

Moderator: Jane Burston, Chief Executive Officer of the Clean Air Fund. 

Opening remarks: Bente Mikkelsen, Director, Department of Noncommunicable Diseases, World 
Health Organization – The intersection of climate change and NCDs, from air pollution drivers to 
extreme heat and weather. 

Tony Capon, Professor and Director of Monash Sustainable Development Institute, Monash 
University, Australia – Addressing extreme heat, reducing health impacts and vulnerabilities.  

Salvatore Vinci, Sustainable Energy Adviser, Environment, Climate and Health Department, 
World Health Organization – How improving air quality will reduce deaths and generate climate 
benefits. 

Jostein Nygard, Senior Environmental Specialist, World Bank Group – New initiatives in South Asia 
to reduce air pollution and greenhouse gas emissions in the region where the burden of premature 
death from air pollution is the highest in the world.  

Marina Maiero, Technical Officer, Climate Change and Health, World Health Organization – 
Health as part of the UNFCCC agenda, and included in countries’ climate action plans, frameworks for 
finance, etc. 

Concluding remarks: Elaine Fletcher, Editor in Chief, Health Policy Watch  

 

 

Contact: Marit Pettersen, pettersenm@who.int 

 

 


