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- 37 countries and areas
- Nearly 1.9 billion people
- >¼ of the world’s population
- Big and small countries – prone to disasters 
- High-, middle- and low-income countries
- Stretches across 7 time zones

WHO in the Western Pacific Region

How we work: 
- 1 of 6 WHO Regions
- Regional Office in Manila
- 15 WHO Country Offices
- More than 600 staff
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How the environment affects health
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Vision for public health in WPRO, 2020-24:

Acting today to address the challenges of tomorrow, 
with the goals of making the WHO Western 

Pacific Region the healthiest and safest region. 
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Air pollution in cities
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Proportion of population using drinking-water 
piped into their households, 2015
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The Lancet Commissions

www.thelancet.com   Published online June 23, 2015   http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(15)60854-6 3

The Commission represents a collaboration between 
European and Chinese climate scientists and geographers, 
social and environmental scientists, biodiversity experts, 
engineers and energy policy experts, economists, political 
scientists and public policy experts, and health 
professionals—all seeking a response to climate change 
that is designed to protect and promote human health.

The physical basis
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
has described the physical basis for, the impacts of, and 
the response options to climate change.2 In brief, short-
wave solar radiation passes through the Earth’s 
atmosphere to warm its surface, which emits longer 
wavelength (infrared) radiation. Greenhouse gases 
(GHGs) in the atmosphere absorb this radiation and re-
emit it, sharing it with other atmospheric elements, and 
with the Earth below. Without this eff ect, surface 
temperatures would be more than 30°C lower than they 
are today.3 One such GHG is carbon dioxide (CO2), 
primarily released when fossil fuels (ie, oil, coal, and 
natural gas) are burned. Others, such as methane (CH4) 
and nitrous oxide (N2O), are generated through fossil-fuel 

use and human agricultural practice. GHG emissions 
have steadily climbed since the industrial revolution.4 
CO2 remains in the atmosphere for a long time, with a 
part remaining for thousands of years or longer.5 As a 
result, atmospheric GHG concentrations have risen 
steeply in the industrial age, those of CO2 reaching more 
than 400 parts per million (ppm) in 2014, for the fi rst 
time since humans walked the planet. Every additional 
ppm is equivalent to about 7·5 billion tonnes of 
atmospheric CO2.6,7

In view of their proven physical properties, such rising 
concentrations must drive a net positive energy balance, 
the additional heat distributing between gaseous 
atmosphere, land surface, and ocean. The IPCC’s 2014 
report confi rms that such global warming, and the role of 
human activity in driving it, are unequivocal. The oceans 
have absorbed the bulk (90% or more) of this energy in 
recent years and ocean surface temperatures have risen.8 
However, temperatures at the Earth’s surface have also 
risen, with each of the last three decades being successively 
warmer than any preceding decade since 1850. Indeed, 
2014 was the hottest year on record. Overall, the Earth 
(global average land and ocean temperature) has warmed 
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Figure 1: An overview of the links between greenhouse gas emissions, climate change, and health
The causal links are explained in greater detail in the section about climate change and exposure to health risks.
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UN, The Future is Now, 2019
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l Land use, agriculture, food systems

l Biodiversity and ecosystems integrity

l Dicreasing “dilution effects” and buffer zones of pathogen 
carriers (M Everard, 2020)

l Bushmeat and wet markets

l Lack of access to water and 
sanitation

Climate, environment and COVID-19
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1. Protect and preserve the source of 
human health: Nature.

2. Invest in essential services, from water 
and sanitation to clean energy in 
healthcare facilities.

3. Ensure a quick healthy energy 
transition.

4. Promote healthy, sustainable food 
systems.

5. Build healthy, liveable cities.
6. Stop using taxpayers money to fund 

pollution.
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