
The climate crisis is an acute and protracted health emergency with far-reaching 
effects on both human health and the environments that sustain our health. The 
climate crisis and significant health risks are interlinked, having many of the same 
drivers and solutions.

Transport plays a critical role in trade, mobility, and access to goods, services, and 
employment, but accounts for 24% of direct CO2 emissions from fossil fuel use1. 
Modern transport systems also contribute to ill health, including through air pollution, 
traffic injuries and deaths, personal safety, and health risks associated with physical 
inactivity. Reshaping mobility with a focus on health and equity will dramatically 
reduce these risks while increasing access to convenient, affordable transport and 
protecting the climate.

This paper outlines a set of recommendations for national and local authorities to 
support the transition to health-promoting, zero-carbon transport. Such a transition 
would reduce emissions while saving money and lives.

Recommendations

1.  Prioritise safe active and public transport in planning and infrastructure decisions to reduce 
emissions and increase health benefits.

2.  Invest in efficient and zero-carbon systems and technologies using the principles:
• Avoid the need to travel.
• Shift to more sustainable modes of transport.
• Improve the energy efficiency of operations.

3. Ensure that mobility solutions reduce inequities and benefit everyone.

 

HCN Briefing 3AUGUST 2021

Transport Systems That Protect 
Climate and Health



2  |  Transport Systems That Protect Climate and Health

How are health, climate 
and transport connected?

Transport-related air pollution is a major health risk factor.

  The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that in 2016 around 4.2 million people died from 
ambient air pollution, including emissions from transport2. Recent studies place this figure much 
higher3. Today, air pollution is the largest environmental risk factor for health, with over 90% of air 
pollution-related fatalities occurring in low- and middle-income countries (LMIC)4. In India, air pollution 
caused almost 20% of total deaths in 20195. 

  The transport sector is responsible for about 20% of total emissions of small particulate (PM2.5) air 
pollution6, exposure to which increases individuals’ risk of cardiovascular and respiratory diseases7. 

Transport options affect physical activity

  The WHO estimates that one in four adults and 81% of adolescents are not sufficiently physically 
active, due in part to urban and transportation infrastructure that is designed for vehicles, not people8. 
Many countries are currently facing health challenges associated with lower physical activity, including 
obesity and cardiovascular disease. Globally, diabetes deaths have risen by 70% since 20009. 

Transport provides access to resources and opportunities

  The world’s poorest populations make most of their daily journeys on foot, as public transport is 
often unavailable or unaffordable10. This can limit their access to critical services like education, 
healthcare, decent jobs, and nutritious food, and to non-essential goods that nevertheless contribute to 
well-being, such as entertainment.

Road transport poses direct health risks

  With urban roads often mixing passenger motorised and non-motorised transport in the same 
space, those who cannot afford or access public transport may be more exposed to health risks 
like air pollution and road crashes, thus expanding inequity, plus higher personal security risk. Expanding 
private vehicle ownership will only exacerbate the problem.

Transport is a growing source of climate emissions globally

  Road vehicles – cars, trucks, buses, and two- and three-wheelers – account for nearly three-quarters 
of transport CO2 emissions, but emissions from aviation and shipping continue to rise11.

  On current trends, car ownership is projected to increase three- to four-fold by 2050, compared to 
2010, driven largely by shifts in modes of transport in non-OECD countries12. Some projections estimate 
that global emissions from the transport sector, if unchecked, could increase by over 70% in the next 30 
years, fuelled by growth in low- and middle-income countries13.

  Increased government investment in energy-efficient public transport, zero-carbon vehicles, 
shifting land freight to rail, and pedestrian-friendly urban planning can disrupt this trend and 
prevent the associated damage to health and the climate.

Existing transport systems contribute to air pollution, road traffic injuries and deaths, 
physical inactivity, and socioeconomic exclusion.
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  Maritime transport and aviation combined (including passenger and freight) currently represent over 5% 
of global greenhouse gas emissions and are also a growing concern. Since 1990, nitrogen oxide 
emissions have increased for shipping, and emissions of almost all climate pollutants from 
aviation have increased14. Importantly, high-altitude aviation emissions are estimated to have two to 
four times more climate impact than those at land level, so are far more damaging15.

  Just 1% of people cause half of global aviation emissions16. For a frequent flier, aviation makes up the 
vast majority of their personal contribution to greenhouse emissions. But there are large inequalities in 
how much people fly; about 80% do not, or cannot afford to, fly at all17. 

The health-related economic benefits of a transport transition are significant

  Promoting non-motorised and public transport also has health and economic benefits. Studies have 
highlighted the economic savings associated with reduced air pollution, congestion, and crashes, as well 
as the associated health benefits18. For example, one study found that the potential health benefits of 
increased walking and cycling in urban England and Wales could lead to savings of as much as 1% of the 
yearly budget for health care by reducing the prevalence of multiple diseases19. 

Reducing transport demand while promoting low-carbon options can reduce greenhouse gas emissions, air 
pollution, and crashes, while improving citizens’ physical health and having significant economic benefits. By 
transitioning to a healthier transport system – one designed around humans, not vehicles – we can 
ensure these benefits are equitably distributed to all people and reduce current inequalities caused 
by transport.
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Actions for delivering transport systems 
that protect health and climate 

1) Prioritise safe active and public transport in planning and infrastructure decisions to 
reduce emissions and increase health benefits. 
Active transport – meaning non-motorised modes of transportation, including walking, cycling, and 
wheelchair use – and shared or public transport are cornerstones of healthy and sustainable transport 
systems. By ensuring these options are safe and accessible, national governments will reduce emissions and 
protect their citizens’ health.

Where city design and transport infrastructure are not oriented towards health, many people do not get 
enough physical activity. Inactivity is directly linked to 3.2 million deaths annually from conditions such as 
Type 2 diabetes and cardiovascular disease20. 

Conversely, in many low-income countries, residents have limited access to public transport, instead relying 
on high-polluting minibuses and motorcycles or being limited to the resources and opportunities they can 
access on foot. No access to safe, designated pedestrian areas or public transport has many compounding 
health effects, including increased exposure to traffic pollution and a risk of road injuries and deaths.

Improved active transport and public transport options will protect the health of people and the climate while 
delivering substantial cost savings. Research modelling transport policy in nine countries found that a shift 
towards greater active transport would help save around 1.2 million lives annually by 2040 due to increased 
exercise21. Ensuring these transport solutions are safe and accessible – through investment in dedicated 
infrastructure – will ensure the health benefits are equitably distributed.

Policy recommendations:

  Reroute investment in roads towards subsidising public transport and improving active transport 
infrastructure, for example through protected cycle lanes, outdoor lighting, and pedestrian-only areas.

  Invest in data collection on mobility to ensure public transport solutions are locally relevant and reduce 
existing inequities.

  Remove subsidies from fossil fuels22 and from high-carbon vehicles and relevant infrastructure, including 
highways and airports.

  Implement fair pricing to reflect the health and climate impacts of transport. This would help 
disincentivise current patterns of unsustainable vehicle use and raise revenue to fund alternatives. This 
should include increased fuel and vehicle taxes, infrastructure user charges and congestion charges.

2) Invest in efficient and zero-carbon systems and technologies. 
A transition to zero-carbon transport and mobility can save lives, limit climate damage, and reduce costs in 
the countries hardest hit by the climate crisis. The combined costs related to air pollution, congestion, lost 
productivity, road accidents and other costs associated with high-carbon transport systems, contribute to 
losses of around 10% of GDP in low-income countries annually23. 

Low-carbon transport can both promote health and save money. A study in Rwanda has shown how 
investment in low-carbon transport can reduce emissions in its capital city Kigali and pay for itself in under a 
decade24. In London, England, Guy’s and St Thomas’ NHS Trust is paying £250,000 to install a temporary 
low-traffic neighbourhood, citing the public health benefits of reduced motor traffic and increased active 
transport25. 

Shipping and aviation each contribute about 2.5% of greenhouse gas emissions26, and emissions from both 

To deliver healthy and sustainable transport and mobility systems for all people and a 
thriving planet, national governments and local authorities are recommended to take 
the following actions:
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are increasing. Progress on addressing the climate damaging emissions from air and sea travel is slow, while 
demand for both is rising (outside of periods with Covid-19 restrictions). 

For both passenger and freight transport, national governments must urgently invest in zero-carbon 
technologies such as electric vehicles, in addition to incentives to manage demand like removing tax 
exemptions.

Policy recommendations:

  Base planning and infrastructure decisions around the Avoid, Shift and Improve framework (ASIF)27: 

o Avoid the need to travel.
o Shift to more sustainable modes of transport.
o Improve the energy efficiency of operations and vehicles. 

  Increase investment in research, development, and implementation for zero-carbon transport 
technologies, especially for public transport, shared vehicles, and freight.

3) Ensure that mobility solutions reduce inequities and benefit everyone.

Climate change is a global problem, but its causes and impacts are not felt equally around the world. This is 
also true when it comes to transport. Equitable outcomes will require effort and investment at the local, 
national and global level, including cost-sharing where appropriate. 

The world’s poorest populations make most of their daily journeys by walking, often on dangerous roads next 
to high-emitting vehicles, exposing them to high levels of air pollution, and limiting their access to resources 
including healthcare28. Where public transport is available in low-income countries, it’s often expensive – 
commuters in Lagos, Nigeria, spend on average 40% of their income on transportation comprised of high-
polluting motorcycles and minibuses29. 

Surveys have found that the most socially disadvantaged within society – including women, disabled people, 
and the elderly – are also the most likely to experience transport disadvantage30. Inclusive transport systems 
depend on reliable infrastructure and affordable fares. Ensuring the systems are zero-carbon will help 
protect citizens’ health and the environment while targeting inequalities.

Policy recommendations:

  Ensure that everyone has access to affordable and safe zero-carbon transport that meets their needs. 

  Adopt an equitable, rights-based approach to decisions around mobility, including by promoting capacity-
building, data generation and management, and locally relevant solutions. 

  Embed a focus on health and equity in transport policies to ensure maximum benefit for all; this will 
require integration with social, employment, health, and education policy at national and local levels. 

  National governments in high-income countries should support low- and zero-carbon transport systems 
in LMICs, including by providing financing and technology transfer in consultation with local authorities.
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The drivers of climate crisis and its many impacts present a growing threat to the health and wellbeing of people and our planet.  
The Health and Climate Network advocates for evidence-based policy solutions to the climate crisis that save lives and enhance global health.
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  Energy systems that protect climate and health
  Sustainable and climate resilient health systems.
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