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How engaging the health sector in cities advances 

climate and clean air action  

Air pollution is the largest environmental threat to human health worldwide. Health professionals and agencies 
are usually the most trusted voices in their communities, so when they are actively engaged on climate change 
and air pollution, they can reframe these is sues as questions of public health and help move public opinion 
and policy. 

With support from the Clean Air Fund, Vital Strategies has partnered with city governments to assemble a set 
of case studies showcasing real-world examples of how engagement with public health organizations and 
practitioners can accelerate solutions that promote clean air, climate and health simultaneously. As COP28 
approaches, these case studies equip health decision-makers and public health practitioners with examples of 
real solutions, including: 

¶ Clean air and climate policies where the inclusion of health voices was instrumental in their successful 
development or implementation 

¶ Successful efforts to empower the health sector to serve as effective change agents 

¶ Approaches to engaging the health sector in climate and clean air action, from cities with varying levels 
of local data and capacity 

The six cities highlighted here are diverse and have different levels of economic development, socio-political 
backdrops, financial and technical resources, and climate and clean air concerns. Despite these differences, 
they have all been able to increase momentum and achieve some success in climate and clean air action, 
proving that every city can do something now. 

We aim for these case studies to demonstrate to decision-makers and negotiators of the feasibility and co-
benefits of ambitious commitments to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC). 

Featured Cities 
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Accra, Ghana 
Mainstreaming health and climate into urban planning 

Case study developed in partnership with the Accra Metropolitan Assembly 
 

 

5.5 million 
Accra population size 
(Greater Accra region) 

10.4 times  
the WHO air quality 
guideline of 5 µg/m3 

(39 µg/m3 annual average  
PM2.5 concentrations) 

$2,175 
National GDP per 
capita PPP  
 

14 MtCO2e 
National  
greenhouse gas 
emissions per capita 

Sources of emissions 
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Transportation is the leading source of emissions in Accra 

Overview 

Accra, Ghana's capital and commercial center is home to 5.5 million people with a daily influx of 2.5 million 

commuters. One of the fastest growing cities in Africa, Accra has emerged as a leader in the region in tackling 

air pollution and climate change together. The city has implemented several innovative programs to center 

health in all aspects of urban planning that affect air quality.  

One such program is the Urban Health Initiative, which has transformed urban planning by engaging the health 

sector on the full range of benefits of health-driven clean air policies. Launched in 2016 in collaboration with 

WHO, the initiative in Accra aims to be a blueprint for other cities in low- and middle-income countries. Under 

the initiative, the city achieved multisectoral health-sector engagement through a six-step process which began 

with assessment of air pollution levels and then mapping of all the policies and stakeholders that affect the 

city's air quality. See Figure 1. 
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For Accra, household energy, transport, solid waste, and 

land use emerged as the most relevant sectors. The next 

step was to build capacity across all of these sectors to 

engage stakeholders and highlight the critical links 

between air pollution and health. Sector-wise 

assessments were conducted to quantify the health 

impacts of existing policies as well as projected health 

gains under alternative policy scenarios. These 

scenarios were then used to inform city-level action plans 

and road maps toward Accra's clean air and climate 

mitigation goals.  

For example, an evaluation of household energy use in 

Accra found that shifting to clean fuels such as liquified 

petroleum gas (LPG), biogas and electricity could avert 

as many as 1,900 deaths in the city each year. Similarly, 

an analysis of the transport sector revealed that the 

economic benefits of improved transport interventions 

that can save nearly 40,000 lives by 2050 are more than 

twice the initial cost of intervention, making it highly cost 

effective. Modeling of alternate scenarios in the waste 

sector indicated that while expanding recycling and 

composting options would reduce greenhouse gas 

emissions, ending waste burning is critical to maximize 

emission reductions.  

These multi-sectoral analyses were then complemented 

with communication campaigns to widely share the 

results with community leaders, health professionals, 

media professionals and other relevant stakeholders. 

The analyses also revealed gaps in capacity within the 

health sector that the initiative then proceeded to fill; 

training opportunities were offered to several groups 

including health care workers, media professionals, and 

workers in the solid waste sector. Regular press 

conferences were held throughout to update citizens on 

the initiative's progress. Finally, progress in both air 

pollution and health outcomes are being monitored with 

a policy-tracking framework. 

In 2018, Accra became the first African city to join BreatheLifeða global communication campaign to seek 

commitments from cities to meet WHO air quality guidelines. As part of this campaign, the city government 

reached out to the worst hit communities to reduce waste burning and promote development of green spaces. 

Communication materials were adapted to tell a compelling story of air pollution to specific audiences including 

community health workers, civic leaders, nongovernmental organizations, community groups, people at 

increased risk of air pollution-related illness, and the media. Community health workers were engaged 

throughout the city to promote health messages and advise parents on the dangers of household smoke. The 

city also launched a ñstop waste burningò campaign, using a WhatsApp-based system to identify, report and 

shut down illegal waste burning sites. 

Figure 1. Components of WHO's Urban Health 

Initiative Model1 

 

Photo Above: A woman uses solid fuels to fry 

fish. Cooking with solid fuels like wood and 

charcoal is a source of air pollution emissions in 

Accra. Photo by Abraham Mwaura, WHO. 
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Impact 

Several policy recommendations from the Urban Health Initiative project have been incorporated into Accra's 

local strategy, including the Air Quality Management Plan, the Accra Resilience Strategy and the cityôs 2020 

Climate Action Plan. One of the policy outcomes from the household energy analysis is the Gas Cylinder 

Recirculation Program to encourage more households to adopt LPG gas in Accra. Accra has also pledged to 

cut carbon emissions to zero by 2050. 

Figure 2 - Premature mortality avoided under alternative transport scenarios in Accra, 2015-2030 1 

 


