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Major conditions strategy: call for evidence

The climate and ecological crises constitute unprecedented and potentially catastrophic threats to
human health'. The UK Government has published guidance for health professionals to act on the
climate crisis in their professional practice?. The Health and Care Act 2022 legislates for the NHS in
England to deliver net zero targets and reduce air pollution®.

Many of the causes and consequences of climate change and nature loss - heat, pollution, diet, lack
of access to nature - are harmful to human health at all stages of life*. The impacts span multiple
conditions including the six major conditions being considered in this call for evidence®®’#%1°  As
temperatures continue to rise, air pollution remains above safe levels, and biodiversity is lost, the
health impacts will worsen. Tackling these health impacts will require both health professionals and
patients to be equipped with information on how to protect themselves, and actions that can be
taken to mitigate against these harms. It will also require a significant increase in the emphasis on
enabling patients to understand their own conditions, their contributing factors and to be enabled to

manage these in ways which suit their priorities.

This response to the call for evidence has been collated by the UK Health Alliance on Climate Change
in partnership with its members. Our Alliance is made up of 40 organisations that represent health
professionals across the UK including Royal Colleges, specialist associations and societies, journals
and student groups. The complete list of organisations that form the Alliance is provided on page
three. Our collective voice represents more than one million health professionals.

Our response is focused on tackling the risk factors for ill health across the six major conditions
through actions that serve to both prevent ill health and protect planetary health.
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How can we support people to tackle preventable risk factors

The call for evidence names tobacco, alcohol, physical activity and diet-related risk factors. We
believe that air pollution, climate change and access to nature are also critical risk factors that need
to be addressed. Interventions that seek to reduce air pollution, improve access to nature, and
promote healthy, plant-based diets would prevent ill health, reduce the burden on health systems,
and contribute to achieving the aims of the government’s Levelling Up Bill, Net Zero strategy and
Health and Care Act 2022.

Air pollution contributes to many conditions affecting every organ of the body*. Research has shown
a direct link between increasing levels of pollution in the air and GP appointments for respiratory
symptoms and asthma and that exposure to traffic related pollution increases the likelihood of
multiple long term physical and mental health conditions'>**'*. Areas of deprivation have a
significantly higher exposure to both indoor and outdoor pollution that increases the risk of
childhood and adult asthma, cardiovascular diseases, dementia, diabetes, cancer and hospital
admissions®™. Prevention of ill health caused by air pollution can be tackled through interventions
such as providing information and guidance to patients on the risk factors of air pollution, how to
protect themselves, and encouraging activities that reduce pollution such as limiting car use and
active travel when appropriate'®. Health and social care should advocate and lead local and national
initiatives that promote active travel and reduce air pollution.

Lack of access to green and blue spaces is associated with reduced levels of physical activity, which
increases the risk of obesity, diabetes, cardiovascular and mental diseases®’. There is evidence of
widening health inequalities due to poor access to good quality green spaces by low socio-economic
groups®. Prioritisation of equitable access to green spaces through sustainable design and protection
and development of high-quality natural places will bring about immediate and long-term physical
and mental health co-benefits, while also improving air quality and creating space for nature in the
built environment. Such nature-based solutions also contribute to climate change adaptation and
have ecosystem benefits. Green spaces reduce areas of raised temperatures experienced in cities and
urban spaces (urban heat islands), providing shade and cooling benefits in the built environment®®

The EAT-Lancet Commission planetary health diet emphasises a plant-forward diet where whole
grains, fruits, vegetables, nuts and legumes comprise a greater proportion of foods consumed, with
meat and dairy providing small proportions of the diet?°. Providing guidance, support and
information that encourages individuals to adapt the planetary health diet would limit consumption
of highly processed and meat-based diets that are linked to multiple conditions including cancers and
cardiovascular diseases, while also contributing to the transition to sustainable food systems needed
to protect planetary health. This must be done in parallel with equitable measures to ensure
everyone can afford to eat a healthy, balanced diet.
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