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Environmental burden of disease

[WHO 2011][WHO 2016] [Cohen et al., Lancet 2017] [WHO 2011]
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Environmental health risks:
often socially unequal distributed

Air pollution

Housing Traffic noise 

Green spaces

© WHO © WHO

© WHO © WHO
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Special Issue 2019: Achieving Environmental 

Health Equity: Great Expectations

Recent reviews on environmental health inequalities
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Macroeconomic context: social disparities and stratification

[Bolte et al. 2011]

Social inequalities in environmental health
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Environmental health equity

United Nations Human Rights Council 2021

➢ Recognition of having a clean, health and sustainable environment

as a human right

6th Ministerial Conference on Environment and Health, Ostrava 2017

➢ Equity as a cross-cutting dimension: 

“Any action should consider the distribution of impacts across the population 

and avoid equity-related side effects”
[Annex II – compendium of actions]
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Equity aspects in the WHO European 
Programme of Work and in the SDGs

Both the WHO European Programme of Work and the 

Sustainable Development Agenda are based on a 

“leaving no one behind” approach to make sure 

that their implementation benefits everyone, and tackles 

existing inequalities.
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Tackling health inequalities

[WHO/CSDH 2008]

➢ National and global health equity 

surveillance systems for routine 

monitoring of health inequity and 

the social determinants of health
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Monitoring environmental health inequalities
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Monitoring of environmental health inequalities: 
Assessment Reports of WHO and new fact sheet series

2012 2019

UPDATE

EXTENSION

2022 onwards
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Monitoring of environmental health inequalities: 
Objectives of the fact sheet series

Establish an evidence base on environmental health inequalities in 

Europe by:

▪ quantifying the magnitude of environmental health inequalities within 

countries in the WHO European Region, using international databases;

▪ assessing the recent trends of social inequalities in environmental 

exposures or environmental health outcomes; 

▪ identifying

‒ the most significant inequalities, 

‒ the most affected population groups 

for follow-up at the national or local level 

and to enable informed decision-making

Evidence
for action
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Coverage of the Environmental Health Inequalities Fact Sheet Series
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Environmental Health Inequalities Fact Sheets launched today

Lack of 
flush 
toilet

Lack of 
bath or 
shower

Over-
crowding

Dampness 
in the 
home

Inability to 
keep 
home 
warm

Access to 
at least 
basic 

drinking-
water

Access to 
at least 
basic 

sanitation

Inequalities related to 
housing conditions

Inequalities related to 
basic service supply



14

Structure of the fact sheets
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Absolute and relative inequalities:
Prevalence of overcrowding by relative poverty level
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Social gradient:
Prevalence of dampness
in the home by income
quintile
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Time trend: 
Prevalence of lack of a flush toilet in the dwelling by relative poverty level
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Combination of material and spatial indicators:
Proportion of urban and rural populations using less
than basic drinking-water services by wealth quintile
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Combination of household type and poverty indicators:
Prevalence of inability to keep the home adequately warm 
by household type and poverty level
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Putting an equity lens on the COVID-19 pandemic: 
Relevance of environmental health inequalities

The syndemic of COVID-19 

and the social determinants of health

[Bambra et al., J Epidemiol Community Health 2020]
Figure: https://eprints.ncl.ac.uk/file_store/production/271416/AFFC564C-D2CF-

4466-BE56-272E33F9132A.pdf
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Measures to protect against infection Inequalities in environmental health risks

Distance Overcrowding

Hygiene
Lack of a bath or shower, no access to at least 

basic drinking-water and sanitation services

Lockdown 

or quarantine

Adverse housing conditions

Low quality of the living environment

P
h
o
to

 b
y 

M
a
tt
 S

e
ym

o
u
r 

o
n
 U

n
s
p
la

s
h

Relevance of environmental health inequalities
during the COVID-19 pandemic
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Evidence for action

[WHO 2015]
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Key messages

Environmental 

exposure levels 

mostly decline

Inequalities in 

exposure often 

remain / increase

x10
Risk can be 10 

times higher for 

disadvantaged

Different inequality 

patterns require 

tailored action

A B C D

Data

X
No inequality 

data is a key 

challenge

Intersectoral action 

across all sectors 

is needed
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Outlook

➢ Updating the environmental health inequality indicators regularly

➢ Developing new indicators (as evidence allows)

➢ Estimating the health impact of environmental inequalities  
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Thank you!

https://www.uni-bremen.de/en/who-collaborating-centre-for-environmental-health-inequalities/

Team: Gesa Czwikla, Stefanie Dreger, Pia Hasselder, Birgit Reineke


