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Summary: Climate change is intensifying health risks across Europe 
and placing additional pressure on already strained health systems. 
Building a climate‑smart health and care workforce is essential for 
strengthening resilience, advancing mitigation and promoting health 
equity. This article outlines how health promotion, prevention and 
‘green skills’ development can support low‑carbon, climate‑resilient 
care. Drawing on recent evidence from the BeWell initiative, it 
highlights the macro‑, meso‑ and micro‑level actions needed to 
integrate climate‑health competencies into education, organisational 
practice and communication. Coordinated EU‑level efforts are required 
to scale these approaches and align workforce development with 
Europe’s broader climate and skills agendas.
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Introduction

Recent climate records and more frequent 
extreme weather events are increasing 
health risks across Europe, including 
allergies, climate anxiety and infectious 
diseases. 1  These impacts add pressure 
on health systems already facing fiscal 
deficits, workforce shortages and rising 
demand for care. Growing awareness of 
climate related health threats underscores 
the need to strengthen preparedness and 
resilience of health systems across the 
European Union (EU). 1  The health and 
care workforce (HCWF) will likely play a 
central role in this response, both within 
their organisations and as individuals. To 
achieve this, it is crucial to consider macro 

level policies that enable the HCWF to 
have the necessary skills and competencies 
to act on climate change and other crises.

European health systems increasingly 
recognise the need not only to adapt 
to climate impacts but also to mitigate 
them, for example by actively reducing 
health system related greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions. Overall, health systems 
account for roughly 5% of global GHG 
emission. 2  In addition, health promotion 
and prevention are important levers 
for enhancing system resilience and 
generating co benefits for climate, health 
and equity. 3 
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The HCWF, as highly trusted and 
connected members of society, are ideally 
positioned to raise awareness about the 
important links between climate and 
health. Yet, developing climate‑health 
literacy or “green skills” (see Box 1) 
requires a whole‑of‑systems approach, 
which is not aligned with most traditional 
health curricula, and many policymakers 
and practitioners remain unsure how to 
prepare their workforce for climate‑related 
challenges. This article outlines actionable 
steps to build a climate‑smart HCWF, 
drawing on evidence from a recently 
published policy brief  4  developed within 
the BeWell project.

‘‘ prepare 
their workforce 

for climate‑related 
challenges

The role of health systems to address 
climate change impacts

Health systems face a dual responsibility: 
strengthening resilience to climate change 
while reducing their own carbon footprint 
and enhancing health equity (see Figure 1).

Prevention and health promotion are 
powerful levers for shifting health 
systems toward healthier, lower emission 
models that reduce avoidable illness, 
CO2 emissions and costs. 3  Aligning 
climate action with health goals can 
yield major co-benefits; for example, 
air quality improvements from limiting 
global warming could prevent up to 
one million deaths annually. 7  Because 
noncommunicable diseases (NCDs) share 
systemic drivers with climate change, 
such as fossil fuel dependence, sedentary 
lifestyles and industrialised food systems, 
policies promoting active transport, 
healthier diets and reduced air pollution 
exposure can simultaneously lower NCD 
incidence and cut emissions, including 
those indirectly generated by healthcare 
delivery. 3 

At the same time, the sector can cut its 
environmental impact by lowering the 
carbon intensity of care and adopting 
more sustainable practices. 8  Preparing for 

climate‑related health threats also requires 
the HCWF to develop new or updated 
skills, such as managing heat stress or 
emerging infectious diseases. 4 

Figure 1: Key capacities in building a climate-smart health workforce  

Source:  4  
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Box 1: Definitions

Climate-health literacy involves being able to “recognise direct and indirect linkages 
between climate change and health, communicate risks, assess data, comprehend 
uncertainty, and make informed and responsible personal decisions or advocate 
for broader policies that protect health”. 5 

Green skills include (i) cognitive competencies, e.g., environmental awareness 
and willingness to learn about sustainable development and risk analysis; 
(ii) interpersonal competencies, e.g., holistic and interdisciplinary coordination and 
business skills across economic, social and ecological objectives; (iii) intrapersonal 
competencies, e.g., adaptability to apply new technologies; and (iv) technological 
competencies, e.g., for monitoring of waste, energy, water. 6 
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The World Health Organization  9  identifies 
a “climate-smart health workforce” as 
essential for resilient, low-carbon health 
systems. It highlights three capacities 
(see Figure 1):

	 (i) Workforce capacity – training 
the HCWF in climate resilience, 
environmental determinants and low 
carbon care.

	 (ii) Organisational capacity – enabling 
facilities to manage climate shocks and 
cut emissions through measures such as 
green teams and redesigned roles.

	 (iii) Capacity for information, 
awareness and communication – 
equipping the HCWF to communicate 
climate-related health risks to 
policymakers, media and communities.

Experience from Europe and beyond 
shows that climate-health skills need 
to be integrated into core health 
workforce competencies, not treated as 
a separate topic. Approaches such as 
the United Kingdom’s “Education for 
Sustainable Healthcare” demonstrate how 
framing these skills alongside ethics or 
professionalism embeds sustainability 
across practice. 10  Competencies can be 
developed through pre‑service education, 
lifelong learning and mentoring. 9  
However, progress depends on having 
enough trained educators, which remains a 
significant barrier. 4   10   11 

‘‘ reduce 
the health 

sector’s carbon 
footprint

At EU and national levels, climate-related 
competencies are increasingly being 
defined. The BeWell Erasmus+ Project 
provides a comprehensive competence 
matrix, including green skills, used for 
developing training programmes. 12  Public 
health education is also evolving: The 
Association of Schools of Public Health 
in the European Region (ASPHER) 
is revising its curricula to better 
reflect planetary health principles and 
prepare future workforces. The Global 

Consortium on Climate Change and 
Health proposed a set of “Core Climate 
and Health Competencies” covering 
knowledge and analytical skills, public 
health, climate‑smart clinical practice, 
communication and advocacy. These 
have been adapted in Austria into a 
national teaching handbook. Additionally, 
discipline‑specific frameworks continue 
to emerge. For example, the Association 
of Schools and Programs of Public 
Health (ASPPH) has developed a 
climate‑health framework for academic 
public health focusing on four primary 
domains. Together, these initiatives 
demonstrate growing momentum 
toward a climate-smart, prevention-
oriented health workforce. Embedding 
climate-health competencies across 
education, organisational practice and 
communication strengthens preparedness, 
supports mitigation and improves health 
system resilience in a warming world (for 
further details on this section see  4  and 
see Table 1).

Building supportive environments 
for climate action in health

Macro level policies are central to 
strengthening workforce capacity for 
climate change (see Figure 1). Several 

European countries have taken leadership 
by explicitly linking climate and health in 
both mitigation and adaptation strategies. 
Ireland, the Netherlands and the United 
Kingdom have introduced policies to 
reduce the health sector’s carbon footprint, 
including the United Kingdom General 
Medical Council’s requirement that new 
doctors apply principles of sustainable 
healthcare. The Netherlands’ Green 
Deal Sustainable Healthcare 3.0 likewise 
emphasises prevention and workforce 
awareness. For adaptation, Finland and 
Ireland were early adopters of national 
Health Adaptation Plans, promoting 
coordinated action across sectors.

At the meso level, healthcare organisations 
are key to building the organisational 
capacity needed for resilience and 
sustainability. This includes investing in 
high-quality education and continuous 
professional development (CPD), and 
supporting health professionals in co-
developing new roles and responsibilities 
aligned with climate-related needs. 
Facility-level initiatives, such as 
establishing ‘green teams’ to promote 
sustainable practices, are already 
implemented in countries such as Estonia 
and Sweden (see  4  for examples).

Table 1: Key climate and health resources 

SOURCE WEBSITE FOCUS

Global Consortium on Climate & 
Health Education��

https://www.publichealth.columbia.edu/

research/programs/global-consortium-

climate-health-education/resources/

core-concepts 

Core Concepts 

ASPHER – Core Competencies for 
Planetary Health

https://www.aspher.org/

download/1297/the-updating-of-core-

competencies-including-planetary-

health-education-poster.pdf 

Competencies 

ASPPH – Climate Change & Health 
Framework Summary

https://aspph-prod-web-assets.

s3.amazonaws.com/CCH-Framework-

Summary.pdf 

Framework 

Nurses Climate Challenge Europe https://eur.nursesclimatechallenge.

org/en 

Mobilisation 

Planetary Health Report Card https://phreportcard.org/ Accountability 

European Climate Law https://climate.ec.europa.eu/eu-action/

european-climate-law_en 

Focus: Regulation 

or Climate 

Neutrality 

EU Skills Agenda https://commission.europa.eu/topics/

competitiveness/union-skills_en 

Skills 

Source: Authors’ own 

https://www.publichealth.columbia.edu/research/programs/global-consortium-climate-health-education/resources/core-concepts
https://www.publichealth.columbia.edu/research/programs/global-consortium-climate-health-education/resources/core-concepts
https://www.publichealth.columbia.edu/research/programs/global-consortium-climate-health-education/resources/core-concepts
https://www.publichealth.columbia.edu/research/programs/global-consortium-climate-health-education/resources/core-concepts
https://www.aspher.org/download/1297/the-updating-of-core-competencies-including-planetary-health-education-poster.pdf
https://www.aspher.org/download/1297/the-updating-of-core-competencies-including-planetary-health-education-poster.pdf
https://www.aspher.org/download/1297/the-updating-of-core-competencies-including-planetary-health-education-poster.pdf
https://www.aspher.org/download/1297/the-updating-of-core-competencies-including-planetary-health-education-poster.pdf
https://aspph-prod-web-assets.s3.amazonaws.com/CCH-Framework-Summary.pdf
https://aspph-prod-web-assets.s3.amazonaws.com/CCH-Framework-Summary.pdf
https://aspph-prod-web-assets.s3.amazonaws.com/CCH-Framework-Summary.pdf
https://eur.nursesclimatechallenge.org/en
https://eur.nursesclimatechallenge.org/en
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https://climate.ec.europa.eu/eu-action/european-climate-law_en
https://climate.ec.europa.eu/eu-action/european-climate-law_en
https://commission.europa.eu/topics/competitiveness/union-skills_en
https://commission.europa.eu/topics/competitiveness/union-skills_en
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Tailored training programmes are 
essential to meet different skill levels 
within organisations. CPD focusing on 
sustainability and climate resilience 
helps ensure that health professionals 
remain up-to-date. EU-level initiatives 
also support the upskilling of frontline 
staff. For example, the Nurses Climate 
Challenge Europe (Health Care Without 
Harm Europe) equips nurses with 
resources to educate colleagues and 
patients on climate-health links and 
promote sustainable care (see Table 1).

Strengthening a climate-smart workforce 
also requires capacity for communication 
and awareness-raising, starting at 
the micro level but connecting to 
organisational and policy domains. 
Training the HCWF to communicate 
climate related health risks is vital for 
informing decision-makers, media and 
communities. The German Climate 
Change and Health Alliance (KLUG) 
illustrates how bottom-up initiatives can 
mobilise professionals through education, 
advocacy and public engagement. Its 
Planetary Health Academy has encouraged 
many health and care workers and 
students to become active change agents. 
Similar grassroots efforts in Austria, the 
Netherlands, the United Kingdom and 
the USA have supported the integration 
of climate-health topics into professional 
education (see  4  for examples and further 
references).

Overall, European experience highlights 
the importance of combining awareness, 
action and advocacy with systems thinking 
in education and CPD. Emphasising 
co-benefits – such as those from plant-
based diets or active mobility – and 
embedding sustainability into quality 
management frameworks can help the 
HCWF pursue ‘sustainable value’ in 
healthcare. Yet, gaps remain: a 2022 
Planetary Health Report Card assessment 
found that only 74 medical schools in 
Canada, England, Ireland and the USA 
included planetary health content, and a 
global review showed that climate-health 
courses remain limited and concentrated 
in English-speaking countries of the 
Global North. 11 

System-wide action is essential to 
equip the health workforce for 
climate resilience

Actions at macro, meso and micro 
levels remain essential for building a 
climate‑smart health workforce – while 
also recognising the pressures health and 
care workers already face. Strengthening 
their capacity is key to supporting 
health systems in becoming low‑carbon, 
climate‑resilient and better prepared for 
future challenges. The following learnings 
stand out:

•	 Education and training are the 
foundation of climate‑smart healthcare. 
It is important that teaching capacity is 
expanded quickly, climate-health skills 
embedded into existing competency 
frameworks, and interprofessional 
collaboration promoted. This entails 
updating curricula to reflect current 
climate‑health evidence and equipping 
educators with the tools and resources 
needed to deliver high‑quality training 
on sustainable healthcare practices.

•	 Institutions play a central role in 
ensuring that workers are prepared to 
manage climate‑related health risks. 
Strengthening accreditation systems, 
incorporating sustainability into 
competency standards and embedding 
climate‑related responsibilities into 
broader policy frameworks are key 
steps. Co‑developing new roles and 
profiles that reflect climate‑resilience 
needs, and incentivising participation 
in climate‑health education through 
funding or career development 
opportunities, can further 
accelerate progress.

•	 Strong partnerships across health, 
education and professional associations 
are vital for advocating climate‑resilient 
skills and aligning training efforts with 
system needs. Integrating education, 
policy measures and organisational 
innovation will enable the health and 
care workforce to drive emissions 
reduction, enhance climate resilience 
and safeguard health systems against 
emerging risks.

Conclusions

Moving forward, coordinated EU-level 
action is key to scaling up integrated 
approaches that address climate, skills and 

health objectives. While the organisation 
of health systems remains a Member State 
competence, EU-level frameworks play a 
decisive role in shaping the conditions for 
transformation, such as the EU Adaptation 
Strategy. Existing climate legislation 
already exerts a direct influence on health 
and care systems. For instance, under 
the European Green Deal, the European 
Climate Law  13  establishes a legally 
binding objective of climate neutrality 
by 2050, alongside an intermediate target 
to reduce net greenhouse gas emissions 
by at least 55% by 2030. Achieving 
these goals will inevitably require 
changes in how health and care systems 
operate, deliver services and develop 
their workforce.

In parallel, the EU’s competitiveness 
agenda, particularly through the Union 
of Skills, 14  offers a powerful lever to 
support action on the climate-health 
nexus. Instruments such as a renewed EU 
vocational education and training strategy, 
the expansion of micro-credentials, the 
development of a European Vocational 
Education and Training (VET) diploma 
and the European Skills Intelligence 
Observatory can create new opportunities 
to align workforce development with 
sustainability objectives. However, 
progress will depend on moving beyond 
fragmented or ad hoc green skills 
initiatives towards structurally embedded 
approaches that are sustained over time.

‘‘ scaling 
up integrated 
approaches

National experiences across the EU 
already demonstrate that such leadership is 
possible. As the climate crisis intensifies, 
integrating climate considerations into 
health workforce development must 
become a shared priority across all levels 
of governance. In addition, Europe needs 
an integrated, multi-sectoral EU Strategy 
on Climate and Health to coordinate 
EU adaptation and mitigation measures, 
promote climate justice, and robustly 
protects the most vulnerable.
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