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The European Public Health Alliance (EPHA) strongly supports the Commission’s interventions to 

mitigate against climate change and to protect Planetary Health. We see climate policies as one of 

the cornerstones of current health and public health policy in Europe, and as such, we see great 

opportunities for climate mitigation and health co-benefits through ambitious, stringent, dedicated 

and health-focused policy in the EU.  

We see the following themes as priorities when planning the 2040 EU Climate Targets. These are 

based on current and predicted public health issues, and the proposed trajectory of policy, science, 

technology and success to date. 

 

EPHA five priorities are: 

1. Ambitious reduction in emissions 

2. Protection of those most vulnerable 

3. Focus on health and health co-benefits 

4. Transformation and decarbonisation of energy, transport, urban and food systems 

5. Securing finances and implementation 

 

Priority 1: ambitious reduction in emissions 

The key, overarching principle that needs to guide all policies, in the European Green Deal, and also 

outside of it, is that carbon dioxide emissions need to be reduced rapidly, deeply and for the long 

term. The latest IPCC report strongly advises that cuts to emission happen immediately1. The current 

economic system that places precedent on continuous growth and profit over environmental 

protection and health needs to be reformed as to promote Planetary Health, on which humanity 

relies.  

In addition to rapid decarbonisation and emissions reduction, strong accountability frameworks, 

social participation, and political commitment, irrespective of the targets, should be a policy priority.  

Climate change continues at an increasing pace, and many countries, including European Union 

Members States, are missing their climate targets. Related, the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) are also off-target to be achieved by 2030. Reconciling and rectifying these missed targets 

should be considering during the development of 2040 climate targets, and the goals of the SDGs 

should be considered when aiming for these goals, including climate financing, pricing redistribution, 

health and access to clean energy2 (see below also).  

While the EU is looking into technologies that are in development and are being marketed as having 

the potential to remedy some of the effect of climate change, such as hydrogen and carbon capture 

technology, these have disputed health and climate benefits, and should be reserved for sectors that 

are particularly challenging to decarbonise.  Furthermore, the yet unfulfilled promise of these 

technologies should not be used to stand in the way of large-scale system transformation that needs 

to occur urgently.  



It should be noted also that outside of the effects on climate change mitigation, cleaner systems will 

have many health co-benefits (see below).  

The involvement of diverse stakeholders, including CSOs, should be part of the decision making in 

climate policies, as recommended by the UNFCCC Secretariat: “international public agencies, and 

opening up the intergovernmental process for the initiatives of subnational governments, civil society 

organizations and private companies in order to push the global response to pressing trans boundary 

challenges forward”3. CSOs have a particular, informal and exclusive role to play in policymaking, as 

has been seen in the development of the SDGs4. 

The EU-US agreement signed in 2021 makes reference to becoming net zero greenhouse gases (GHG) 

economies no later than 2050 and also stated that a US-EU High level Climate Action Group is 

established. It is not clear what the work is of this action group, and if CSOs are sitting on the table, 

EPHA would like to request more clearly integration of European CSOs being able to dialogue in this 

taskforce. EPHA recommends that the Commission should set up a Working Group or Task Force with 

CSO and Member States, which could serve as a mechanism for developing a national compass 

tracking on climate change and could serve as a tool to allow European CSO and national 

stakeholders to jointly-assess their country’s needs, strengths and facilitate translation to national 
target setting.  

Recommendations: 

1. Immediate, rapid, deep, long-term reductions in emissions to mitigate climate change, 

even above what is already set out in the EU Green Deal.  

2. Strong accountability frameworks, social participation, and political commitment. 

3. Current missed targets should be reconciled with increased action. 

4. The guiding principles of the global Sustainable Development Goals should be integrated to 

ensure equity and justice. 

5. Integration of European CSOs in the US-EU High-Level Climate Action Group dialogue. 

6. Working Group or Task Force of CSOs and Member States to facilitate national target 

setting and overall direction. 

 

Priority 2: protection of the most vulnerable 

EPHA firmly believes that those most vulnerable to the effects of climate change should be a priority 

in providing a just transition. This includes in terms of engagement; marginalised populations should 

have a particularly strong voice in terms of shaping responses to climate change. Disadvantaged 

groups suffer disproportionately from adverse effects of climate change, causing larger inequalities5. 

Climate change will cause even further deepening health inequalities, especially among those who 

contribute the least to its causes6. The 2040 climate goals should focus on the most marginalised, 

ensuring the burden of disease is reduced and their access to healthcare is not jeopardised. Specific 

attention should be paid to Europe’s most marginalised groups, such as the Roma whose vulnerable 

situation means they are less equipped to deal with the effects of climate change, while also facing 

disproportionate negative effects. Research shows, for example, that, especially in Eastern Europe, 

Roma people are more vulnerable to the impacts of climate change due to evictions and 

invisibilisation of their conditions, which causes a higher vulnerability to extreme weather events7. 

Environmental Justice should be a key concern for the development of 2040 climate goals, to counter 

disproportionate effects of climate change on disadvantaged groups. Environmental justice “relates 



to how certain communities and groups, including people of colour, ethnic minorities, indigenous 

groups or low-income groups, are disproportionately affected by environmental burdens, have less 

access to environmental resources and services, and/or are discriminated against in their right to 

information, to participation in decision-making and to access to justice in environmental matters. 

Environmental injustices are regularly associated with health risks and negative consequences for 

wellbeing8.” EPHA’s Roma Health Network concludes in a 2022 policy paper that environmental 

health and environmental justice are currently not receiving sufficient attention in the context of the 

EU Roma Strategic Framework9. 

Outside of Europe, the European regional community also stands to suffer greatly due to climate 

change. The wellbeing of the European region should be a key concern of the European Union, as 

should the protection of health of this region, for both reasons of justice, as well as stability. The 

European Union should heavily collaborate to ensure that the European region is able to mitigate 

and adapt to the challenges of climate change, including through funding (see below). 

Further afield, low-income countries faces a significant threat from climate change, despite having 

contributed the least. Emissions per capita are some of the lowest globally in countries incredibly 

vulnerable to climate change, such as some in Sub-Saharan Africa and the Pacific. Efforts are 

underway to provide a protection fund for such regions; Europe should wholeheartedly back this 

ambition and treat threats to low-income countries with urgency and commitment, with an aim to 

preserve health, function and stability. This includes through heavy financing, but also through 

respectful, mutual collaboration. There is a north-south imbalance in NGOs participation in global 

climate governance10. 

Recommendations: 

7. Climate goals should focus on the most marginalised and disadvantaged and should 

prioritise engagement with marginalised populations. 

8. Environmental Justice should be a key guiding principle and concern for development of 

the 2040 climate goals.  

9. The European region should be considered, collaborated with, and aided in mitigation and 

adaption of climate change. Low-income countries should be collaborated with, including 

through heavy financing, to protect, among other factors, health, in regards to climate 

change mitigation and adaption. 

 

Priority 3: focus on health and health co-benefits 

Planetary Health is a concept that realises the intimate relationship between human, animal and 

environmental health. Realising these interlinkages, the health of humanity cannot be separated 

from the health of the planet. Planetary Health sees that factors that lead to environmental 

degradation, such as pollution, overfarming, chemical contamination, deforestation and 

unsustainable development, all have an effect on human health. This approach mobilises 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. Improving environmental markers of Planetary Health stands to improve 

human health.  



Climate change mitigation will increase Planetary Health, but also because of the interlinkages of 

complex climate and planetary health systems, action to protect against the health impact of climate 

change will also see co-benefits in other health parameters. Improvements in decarbonisation of 

transport systems stands to positively impact air quality and health harm. Nature-based solutions can 

foster biodiversity and ecosystems, while also protecting against extreme weather events. Action to 

use land resources more sustainable can reduce the risk of zoonotic disease spillover. Improvements 

in agricultural practices can improve animal health and decreased the burden of antimicrobial 

resistance (AMR), as will reductions in environmental contamination, including from wastewater and 

solid waste. 

Infectious diseases, including AMR itself and diseases related to AMR, stand to pose a serious threat 

in the coming decades, independently of climate change, but also linked to climate change. More EU 

legislation, regulations and policy guidance is needed to accelerate action to reduce environmental 

releases of AMR relevant pollutants. EPHA would also recommend linking existing targets from the 

SDGs11. Also, EPHA's AMR Stakeholder network last year published best practice guidelines for 

AMR12. These best practices can provide the space for a fruitful dialogue within political partners, 

considering different models of integrative medicine to prevent the misuse of antibiotics. They 

provide a pathway for prevention but also for building resilience in the population. 

The health sector can have a leading role in promotion change. Health is a strong selling point in 

policy, and healthcare professionals are some of the most trusted professions in Europe when 

surveyed. Promoting a leadership role for health and healthcare in facing the challenge of climate 

change can increase general support and momentum to set ambitious targets and reform systems.  

Technically, this should include a focus on decarbonisation of the health sector, as endorsed by the 

WHO. Healthcare incurs a carbon footprint of approximately 5% of global emissions and an 

integrated approach using digital technologies and platforms to improve health care outcomes has 

emerged as a key tool to reduce impact13. Telemedicine has been shown to reduce carbon footprint, 

and this is a field that could be support and upscaled to decrease emissions14. Decarbonisation of the 

health sector will signal other sectors to follow, as well as show leadership and the seriousness of the 

health threat in relation to climate change. Support, innovation and finances will be needed for this. 

Recommendations: 

10. Climate change targets should specifically take into account health and health co-benefits 

across a number of areas, including: 

a. Antimicrobial resistance 

b. Air pollution 

c. Environmental pollution and contamination 

d. Waste management 

11. Targets should be part of a just transition, such as the current pressures of energy poverty 

seen in Europe. 

12. The healthcare sector, and healthcare professionals, should be encouraged to be vocal 

leaders to achieve widespread policy support for ambitious, health-focused change, 

including decarbonisation of the health sector. 

 

Priority 4: system transformation and decarbonisation 



Reforming the current systems that heavily rely on fossil fuel in Europe is essential. This is starting 

but needs to be rapidly upscaled. Unified policies, with health in mind, can help to reform these 

systems and reform Europe’s emissions profile. Health co-benefits from cleaner systems using energy 

will occur in multiple ways and should be factored in when making ambitious policy. 

The way we currently produce energy is unsustainable and unhealthy. Though renewable energy is 

growing in Europe, ongoing investment in fossil fuels, including re-opening coal-fired power plants 

and reliance on gas are not only perpetuating climate change, but are also causing health impacts, 

and heavily affecting the most marginalised. Energy poverty has become a major issue in Europe over 

last winter, and this is a Social Determinant of Health that affects the ability of people to live lives in 

health. Energy poverty, which requires prompt action with a long-term vision, purposefully avoiding 

pathways that would lock certain population groups into polluting and health-damaging 

technologies.  

It goes without saying that energy in Europe should be renewable.  

Outside of this though, with marginalised populations in mind, the 2040 targets should focus on 

decarbonising home heating and cooking, as this aids climate goals, but also has health co-benefits. 

Residential heating and cooking with fossil fuels and biomass has a health and social cost of EUR 27 

billion per year, mediated through air pollution15.Poor housing, including those that aren’t energy 
efficient, is a risk factor for poor health and has a significant health cost in Europe16. Energy efficient 

renovations, especially with the most marginalised in mind, can have significant impacts on energy 

poverty, and health and wellbeing, while decarbonising17. 

Decarbonising indoor cooking also stands to benefit climate and public health. Switching from gas-

based cooking will reduce the burden of poor air quality in European homes, as well as decreasing 

release of Short Lived Climate Forces, such as nitrogen dioxide and methane. The health burden of 

gas cooking in Europe is profound, and switching could prevent up to 700,000 cases of childhood 

asthma symptoms in Europe alone18.  

Transportation exerts a large carbon footprint in Europe, and systems change could greatly benefit 

health. This is known to the European Commission, with multiple policies in place and in 

development to reap these climate and health co-benefits, such as the Ten-T Framework, the 

Ambient Air Quality Directive and the Euro 7 Emissions Standards. These should be high ambition, 

and a user-friendly, efficient, affordable and clean transport system in Europe should be pushed for 

ambitiously. Europe has the potential to lead the world in this. 

Significant public health gains are seen when active mobility is used, such as walking and cycling. 

Urban areas stand to see great benefits from switching from private motorised transport for 

mobility. Sustainable Urban Mobility Plans (SUMPs) compliment active mobility, and should be rolled 

out across Europe. To incentivise these plans, and make sure that these plans have health and 

usability in mind, EPHA proposes that funding be tied to achieving health goals related to sustainable 

urban mobility, including both active and public transport.  

Finally, and crucially, European food systems need to be properly addressed to limit climate impact, 

and ensure food security. Rethinking and reshaping the way stakeholders engage with the food 

system, from the farm to the fork, is a necessary step towards climate neutrality. The 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Special Report on Climate Change and Land 

(2019) reports a range from 10.8 and 19.1 billion tonnes of CO2-equivalent (CO2e) emissions per 

year. From the initial phase of the supply chain (land use) to the latest of the demand (post-retail, 



how consumers prepare food in their house, how much food is wasted), the food chain is a major 

contributor to climate change.  

This fact is not unknown by the European institutions. The European Commission (EC) is expected to 

launch in September 2023 the proposal for a Framework on Sustainable Food Systems (FSFS), as the 

flagship of the Farm to Fork Strategy (F2F) and the Green Deal (GD). The Framework will accelerate 

the green transition towards a more sustainable engagement with food within the whole chain. 

Moreover, it is supposed to bring internal coherence for the numerous European policies and 

legislations tackling food, with high expectations regarding the Common Agriculture Policy (CAP) and 

the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP), as well as ensuring that every policy integrates sustainability as a 

key objective. Another piece of legislations strive in the same direction: The Sustainable Use of 

Pesticides Directive (SUR), the Food Waste Reduction Targets, and the Sustainable Food Labelling 

Framework, among others.  

Any serious attempt to drive the European Union towards climate neutrality must include a deep 

transformation of the food and agriculture systems. This transformation must come from both the 

institutional powers (European and National executives), and the producers (including retailers and 

marketers). Relying only in consumers’ responsibility and rationality to make sustainable choices has 

been proven ineffective. We need to shift the approach from the individual to the context, and 

create enabling food environments where the sustainable (and healthy) choices are the easiest, the 

most accessible and the most affordable. 

Recommendations: 

13. Energy efficiency upgrades for the housing stock in Europe, with a particular focus on the 

most marginalised, will have climate and health co-benefits, and should be an urgent 

priority. 

14. Decarbonising cooking should be prioritised. 

15. European transport systems should be decarbonised, as well as being user-friendly and 

efficient. These should have a strong reliance on active mobility where possible, and urban 

areas should institute Sustainable Urban Mobility Plans (SUMPs). Funding should be tied to 

achieving health outcomes. 

16. The food and agriculture systems, from the farm (supply) to the fork (demand) must be 

addressed in order to achieve climate neutrality by 2050. The European Commission at this 

stage, and the European Parliament as well as the Council of the European Union, must 

thrive for an ambitious and comprehensive Framework for Sustainable Food System.  

17. Food environments should be a cornerstone set of policies that shape how we produce and 

consume food. The sustainable (and healthy) food choice should be the easiest, the most 

accessible and the most affordable.  

 

Priority 5: securing finances and implementation 

For the scale of response needed to face climate change, funding should be provided rapidly and at 

scale. Policies should focus on setting the necessary budget to achieve targets. The EU’s emissions 
budgets are small and shrinking rapidly; furthermore the 2030 target of GHG reduction is 

insufficient19. This needs to be increased, and the Multiannual Financial Framework should play a role 

in this20. 



The EU has a powerful role to play, both within Europe, and in low-income countries. Inside of 

Europe. Inside of Europe, through policy, the EU should utilise financing instruments to leverage 

change and improve resilience of health infrastructure and institutions through increased 

implementation of sustainable climate adaptation actions, such as nature-based solutions21.  

Outside of the EU, EU funds and investment should be targeted at low-income countries, providing 

climate justice for these countries to allow a cleaner transition that will stand to benefit the EU and 

countries outside of the EU22. Official Development Assistance (ODA) targets with clear climate 

alignment should be established for support to third countries. 

There is a current implementation gap on the Paris Agreement and 2030 climate goals, and some 

countries also show an ambition gap on shaping pathways towards well below 2 degrees. There is a 

need to speed up implementation, and of a redesign of policy mixes, towards more coherent policies 

including economy-wide financial instruments. This requires dedicated budget and should also 

include international cooperation23. 

Recommendations: 

18. EU funds should be made available rapidly and at scale to meet the complexity, size and 

severity of the climate challenge. Funds are currently insufficient. Budget should be 

dedicated to the implementation gap that faces climate financing.  

19. The EU should utilise financing instruments to leverage change and improve resilience of 

infrastructure and institutions, mediated through EU policy. 

20. The EU should support climate ambition in low-income countries and see the threat to 

these countries is the same threat as domestic to within the EU. Official Development 

Assistance targets should have a clear climate alignment. 
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