
Children’s environmental health 
Inheriting a sustainable world

A safe, healthy and protective environment is key to ensuring that children grow and develop normally. 

Children are particularly vulnerable to air pollution, hazardous chemicals, climate change stressors, and 

inadequate water, sanitation and hygiene. 

Impacts on children’s health and development 
Environmental exposures start in the womb, and can have 
effects throughout life. 

The prenatal and early childhood period represents a window of 
particular vulnerability, where environmental hazards can lead 
to premature birth and other complications. Early childhood 
exposure to such hazards can also increase lifelong disease 
risk including for respiratory disorders, cardiovascular disease 
and cancers. Reducing children’s environmental risks, there-
fore, offer a major opportunity for improving children’s health 
in every region of the world. 

Unhealthy environments – the toll on childhood 
mortality 
Reducing environmental risks could prevent more than a quar-
ter of the 5.9 million deaths of children under 5 years (2015). 
Childhood deaths from key risks (2012) range from nearly 
600,000 preventable deaths annually from air pollution-related 
diseases to about 200,000 deaths from malaria cases prevent-
able through environmental management. 

Children in the 2030 Sustainable Development 
Agenda – New Opportunities for Action
Children are at the heart of the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), because it is children who will inherit the legacy of pol-
icies and actions taken, or not, by leaders today. The third SDG, 
to “ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all 
ages,” has as its foundation children’s environmental health. 
Since most environmental health risks to children occur in the 
home and community environment, action requires multisecto-
ral cooperation and action across the SDG spectrum.

HEALTH & SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT G ALS
PREVENTING DISEASE THROUGH ACTIONS ACROSS THE SDG SPECTRUM
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A life in health:
The effects of 
environmental 
hazards

Children are exposed to a variety of hazards from 
the environments in which they live, learn, work 
and play. Children are especially vulnerable to 
these exposures because of their developing 
systems and behaviours. Environmental exposures 
in early life can have immediate effects or build 
over time to increase disease risk later in life. 
Exposure starts early – in the womb, and can have 
effects throughout life.
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Source: Prüss-Ustün et al, 2016.

Reducing environmental risks could prevent a quarter of 
childhood deaths and disease



For instance, better urban design as represented in SDG 11 for 
Sustainable Cities, can help reduce the exposure of children 
to housing risks, traffic injury, and improve children’s oppor-
tunities for health physical activity and play in green spaces. 
Access to safe water, sanitation and hygiene, as per SDG 6, 
is key to preventing childhood diarrhoea deaths. SDG 12 for 
Responsible Consumption and Production highlights actions 
we can take to provide environmentally sound management of 
chemicals and wastes, preventing childhood poisonings and 
exposures. And SDGs 7 (Affordable Clean Energy) and SDG 13 
(Climate Action) reduce health-harmful air pollution as well as 
the catastrophic effects to children’s health that future climate 
change and environmental degradation will bring. 

WHO’s Response 
WHO in collaboration with and partners at United Nations level, 
WHO Collaborating centres, non-governmental organizations 
and academia is working at global, regional and country level 
in the following areas:

•	Build the capacity of the health sector to prevent childhood 
diseases of environmental origins; 

•	Develop technical and training materials to help health pro-
fessionals recognize and prevent environmentally-related 
childhood diseases related to key risks, such as air pollution. 

•	Develop field interventions aimed at reducing exposure and 
preventing or decreasing the burden of disease on children;

•	Develop research agendas aimed at building evidence on top-
ics such as the childhood origins of adult disease;

•	 Provide health leadership in the context of interagency ini-
tiatives on e-waste, chemicals and other multi-sectoral 
initiatives related to children’s environmental health;

•	Raise awareness about the impact of environmental risks 
on child health and associated solutions in alignment with 
the SDGs;

•	Advocate for environmental determinants and interventions 
to be included within child and maternal health programmes 
such as the Global Strategy for Mothers’, Children’s and 
Adolescents’ Health.

Contacts:

Ms. Marie-Noel Bruné Drisse, Technical Officer (brunedrissem@who.int)

Ms. Aubrey Musngi-Anouar, Administrative Assistant (musngia@who.int)

World Health Organization, Geneva, Switzerland

For more information visit:

http://www.who.int/ceh
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Healthy environments for children: 
Key to achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals 
Every Sustainable Development Goal has the potential to impact the development of healthy 
environments for children. 

To protect 
children from harmful 

environmental 
exposures and achieve 

the SDGs, sectors  
must work together 

to build healthy 
environments

Clean fuel for heating 
and cooking, no mould 
or pests, remove unsafe 
building materials,  
no lead paint

HOUSING

Safe sanitation and 
hygiene, free of noise 
pollution, promote 
good nutrition

SCHOOLS

Safe water, sanitation 
and hygiene, reliable 
electricity

HEALTH-CARE 
FACILITIESGreen spaces, safe 

walking and cycling 
paths

URBAN 
PLANNING

Reduce emissions, 
increase public 
transport 

TRANSPORT

Monitor health 
outcomes, tobacco 
control, regulate 
harmful chemicals

POLICY-
MAKERSManage hazardous 

waste, reduce the use 
of harmful chemicals 

INDUSTRY

Reduce the use of 
hazardous pesticides, 
no child labour

AGRICULTURE

Children’s environmental health tools and 
publications 

•	 Inheriting a sustainable 
world? Atlas on 
children’s health and the 
environment1

•	 Don’t pollute my 
future! The impact of 
the environment on 
children’s health2 

•	 Infographics for action 
(in 6 languages)3

•	 10 facts on children’s 
environmental health4 

•	 Training Package for Health Care Providers on 
Children’s Environmental Health5

ISBN 978 92 4 151177 3

CONTACT
DEPARTMENT OF PUBLIC HEALTH, ENVIRONMENTAL  
AND SOCIAL DETERMINANTS OF HEALTH
WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION
AVENUE APPIA 20
1211 GENEVA 27
SWITZERLAND
http://www.who.int/phe

Atlas on children’s 
health and the 
environment
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Endnotes:
1	 http://www.who.int/ceh/publications/inheriting-a-sustainable-world/en/ 
2	 http://www.who.int/ceh/publications/don-t-pollute-my-future/en/
3	 http://www.who.int/phe/infographics/en/
4	 http://www.who.int/features/factfiles/children_environmental_health/en/
5	 http://www.who.int/ceh/capacity/trainpackage/en/


