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Planetary health education: a cornerstone for
international sustainable public health deals
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As stated in The Lancet Public Health editorial, ‘‘No public
health without planetary health’’, the future health of the
planet and human health are inextricably linked. For this
reason, global citizens, practitioners, and professionals,
especially those involved in Public Health, must be equipped
to address and understand the field of Planetary Health (PH),
which looks at the complex connections associated with
disruptions to natural systems and resulting impacts on
human health. Strategies aimed at incorporating PH education
into high schools and academic curricula are required to build
capacity for future national and local PH leadership. One of
the most relevant tools used to achieve these goals is the PH
Education Framework, designed by the Planetary Health
Alliance (PHA). This framework considers five foundational
domains as essential for PH knowledge, values, and practice,
and has been currently applied by different institutions
involved in PH. The Italian Institute for PH (IIPH) applied
this framework to a school-based project for education in
urban health, which will be better described in the workshop
presentation. The PH Education Framework domains were
used for the development of four interactive sessions oriented
to raise students’ interest on the topic and stimulate active
participation during and after the intervention, also with
simple pro-environmental behaviours. The experience was
shown to be fruitful for Public Health residents as well, who
were deeply involved in and led the interactive sessions held in
the high school. By means of a qualitative assessment, residents
demonstrated to have increased their self-confidence, knowl-
edge and leadership skills in PH. Further research and
applications of the PH Education Framework are needed in
order to increase evidence and awareness in PH and strengthen
PH collaboration in Europe and beyond.
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The EU Green Deal is the framework to achieve carbon
neutrality by 2050, and decarbonisation and sustainability in
the main economic sectors. This includes a revised greenhouse
gas reductions goal of at least 55% for 2030, as well as
commitments on zero pollution, healthier agricultural produc-
tion, sustainable mobility and energy. Moreover, as part of the
EU Green Deal, the European Commission has established a
Just Transition Mechanism (JTM), to ensure that the
transition towards a climate-neutral economy happens in a
fair way, leaving no one behind. The aim is to mobilise at least
E100 billion over the period 2021-2027 for carbon-intensive
industries. But health costs of pollution are absent in Just
Transition considerations. The Green Deal includes all the
right ‘‘buzz words’’ and commitments for a healthy planet for
healthy people. However, policy-makers also need to walk the
talk when it comes to adopting the right laws and measures.

The science and the acceleration of the climate change,
environmental and health crises show us that we need to
step up. HEAL believes a zero pollution- and health-based
approach can be the overarching principle to deliver on these
ambitions. The war in Ukraine as the latest crisis has brought
up once again the need for the swift, without any delay, phase-
out of all fossil fuels. In Europe, the recently proposed
RePower EU plan aims to set a pathway for increased
renewables, energy savings and diversification well before
2030. However, with a holistic view of the problem under a
health lens, it is clear that in this transition from fossil fuels
inequalities and social considerations need to be placed central.
Of particular importance is to not give space for false solutions
such as replacing Russian imports with fuels from other
authoritarian regimes or economies which will only continue
to perpetuate Europe’s energy dependence, or to build up
infrastructure that will continue the pollution (gas and
biomass included).
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Air pollution is the main environmental driver associated with
health. It is well documented that poor air quality is
responsible for increased risk of mortality and morbidity.
The social cost of mortality in 2015 was estimated in 3 trillion
(OECD, 2016). The Western Balkans (WB) comprise Albania,
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo�, North Macedonia,
Montenegro and Serbia covering area of 218 750 km2 and a
population of 19.9 million with total GDP of E94.2 billion
(Banja et al., 2020). The WB was selected for this study because
it is one of the air pollution hotspots in Europe where the
levels of PM2.5, PM10, NO2 and O3 are frequently above the
EU Air Quality Directive guidelines. This situation has been
associated with a higher proportion of premature deaths
attributable to air pollution exposure (4-19% of total deaths)
in this region compared to EU member states (EEA, 2021). The
health impacts including mortality and morbidity were
estimated for particulate matter PM2.5, ozone (O3) and
nitrogen dioxide (NO2) at country and city level on the basis
of exposure in 2019 derived from monitoring stations and
model estimations. Mortality impacts were parameterised
using the number of premature deaths. Morbidity costs
included: chronic bronchitis, hospital admissions due to
respiratory diseases, hospital admissions due to cardiovascular
diseases, bronchitis in children, asthma in children, reduced
activity days and work lost days. The costs of mortality
attributable to air pollution were estimated on the basis of
non-market welfare based methods (WTP approach) while
morbidity costs were estimated mainly with market based
methods combining both direct and indirect costs. The 2019
health costs, both per capita and as share of the GDP,
associated with air pollution in the WB were considerably
higher than those in EU27.
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