Christiana Figueres: ‘Coal is a public health

emergency’
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At the World Health Organization’s first global conference on air pollution, the former

UN climate chief launches a campaign to tackle toxic emissions at source

A child scavenges for coal scraps in smoggy Manila (Photo: Flickr/Adam Cohn)

By Megan Darby

Coal is not just a problem for the climate, it is a “public health
emergency”.

That is one of the key messages of an anti-air pollution campaign launched by
former UN climate chief Christiana Figueres on Tuesday.

At the World Health Organization’s (WHO) first global conference on health
and air pollution in Geneva, she joined forces with its chief Tedros Adhanom
Ghebreyesus to call for action.

It is closely linked to the climate fight, she told Climate Home News: “It makes
the whole challenge that we are facing on climate change or greenhouse gases
personal. It brings it down to my personal experience, it brings it down to the
lungs of my children, it brings it down to the brain development of my child. It
so happens that sources of greenhouse gases are the same sources of local
pollutants.”

Nine out of ten children worldwide are breathing toxic air, which harms their
health and development, according to a report released by the WHO. It
accounts for one in 10 deaths among infants under five-years-old, the report
said.

Climate news in your inbox? Sign up here

The “Every Breath Matters” campaign argues “clean air is a human right” and
by 2030, everyone should be breathing clean air.
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While it does not make demands of specific polluters, the campaign highlights
coal burning, dirty diesel vehicles and slash-and-burn agriculture as sources of
air pollution to tackle.

The aim is to raise the profile of existing anti-pollution efforts and give them
“the size of megaphone that they deserve,” said Figueres. She has recruited
actor Leonardo DiCaprio as an advocate.

Tedros described air pollution as “the new tobacco” in terms of its public
health impact, in a comment article for the Guardian.

At a high-level section of the conference on Thursday, ministers, mayors and
leaders of international organisations are expected to announce commitments
to tackle the problem.

Brazil’s Jair Bolsonaro is the environmental story of 2018.

No-one is better positioned than CHN’s Fabiano Maisonnave to cover the
impact of his presidency on the world’s most important forest. We are
the only international news site with a correspondent living in the
heart of the Amazon. You can read some of the great reporting Fabiano
has already done for us here.

We know we need to keep on this story, but after a huge 2018 and with
the biggest UNFCCC talks in years approaching, our resources are really
stretched. Please help us to keep Fabiano writing by making a small
donation through our Patreon account.
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