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A healthy environment prevents 
nearly a quarter of the global 

disease burden by providing clean air, 
safe water, and stable climatic condi-
tions. World Environmental Health 
Day on 26 September 2026, was 
launched by the Council of the Inter-
national Federation of Environmental 
Health (IFEH) – a nonprofit organiza-
tion established in 1986 and based in 
London, England. The IFEH aims to 
disseminate knowledge about envi-
ronmental health among people and 
promote cooperation between coun-
tries to improve the environmental 
situation of our Earth. 

The 2026 theme is “Environmental 
Health: Standing with Science to Pro-
tect Communities.” This year's theme 
directly aligns with WHO’s science-
based decision-making narrative and 
highlights the role of environmental 
health professionals as applied public 
health scientists translating research 
into policy, regulation and commu-
nity protection. 

Good health depends 
on clean air, a stable cli-
mate, a preserved natu-
ral environment, as well 
as access to adequate 
water, sanitation and 
hygiene. It also requires 
protection from harm-
ful radiation, unsafe 
chemical management 
and unhealthy working 
conditions. A healthy environment 
could prevent nearly a quarter of the 
global disease burden. The ongoing 
environmental crisis is profoundly 
affecting health as climate change 
intensifies, biodiversity declines and 
pollution becomes ubiquitous. The 
health impacts of poor environmental 
conditions occur not only directly but 
also indirectly, through effects on food 
production, migration, economic in-
stability and social inequalities. 

Urgent action is needed to trans-
form how we live, work, produce, 
consume and govern. Strengthening 
primary prevention is essential, given 
the substantial reduction in disease 
burden it can offer, as well as the po-
tential savings in healthcare costs and 
resources. Cross-sectoral collabora-
tion is crucial in addressing the en-
vironmental determinants of health, 
including the health, energy, industry, 
agriculture and transport sectors. In-
tegrating actions across these sectors 
often leads to significant co-benefits 

and cost reductions. Climate change 
is no longer a distant threat for World 
Heritage sites – its impacts are already 
visible across some of the world’s most 
iconic places. Coral reefs are affected 
by bleaching events due to warm-
ing oceans, glaciers inscribed on the 
World Heritage List are retreating rap-
idly, and prolonged droughts, floods 
and wildfires are placing increasing 
pressure on ecosystems, historic cit-
ies and archaeological sites alike. The 
connection between nature and cli-
mate is becoming more visible every 
year. Across the world, rising tem-
peratures, floods, droughts, wildfires, 
biodiversity loss, and pollution are 
affecting people, communities, and 
economies, consistently giving us sig-
nals that something is not okay. 

Flooding continues to destroy 
homes, farmlands, roads, and critical 
infrastructure across several states. 
Coastal communities face erosion and 
rising sea levels that threaten liveli-
hoods, while changing rainfall pat-

terns continue to affect 
agricultural productivity 
and food security. Urban 
centres are grappling 
with rising tempera-
tures, pollution, waste 
management chal-
lenges, and the pressures 

of rapid urbanization. 
In oil-producing com-
munities, environmental 

degradation and gas flaring remain 
significant concerns, affecting eco-
systems, contributing to greenhouse 
gas emissions, and impacting public 
health and community well-being. 

World Environment Day is an op-
portunity to reflect on the role we all 
play in shaping a healthier environ-
ment and a more sustainable future. 
Governments can strengthen envi-
ronmental governance and ensure 
climate commitments translate into 
measurable results. Businesses can 
invest in cleaner technologies and 
sustainable practices. Financial in-
stitutions and development partners 
can support climate adaptation, re-
newable energy, and resilient infra-
structure. Citizens can contribute 
through responsible consumption, 
energy conservation, waste reduction, 
and environmental stewardship. The 
forests, rivers, wetlands, oceans, and 
ecosystems that sustain life today will 
shape the quality of life available to fu-
ture generations.

Poor environment 
exacts rising 
health costs

EDIT

Meena Jha

IT’s bedtime. You set your alarm, 
notice your phone is down to 23% 
battery, plug it in beside the bed and 
go to sleep. By the morning, it’s been 
connected to the charger for some 
seven to eight hours – much long-
er than it needed to reach 100%, 
especially if it’s on a fast charger. 
You may have a vague recollection 
this could be bad for your phone’s 
battery. The chemistry that makes 
lithium-ion batteries rechargeable 
has a limited shelf life, and it’s short-
ened by repeated charge–discharge 
cycles. 

In the past, the advice has been 
simple: don’t leave your phone 
charging overnight and avoid 
bringing the battery up to 100% to 
preserve its lifespan, ideally keeping 
it between 20% and 80%. In prin-
ciple, that advice is still sound be-
cause the fundamental chemistry of 
the battery inside your phone hasn’t 
changed. Regularly draining it to 
0% and then filling it up to 100% 
will shorten its lifespan. However, 
modern phones have improved bat-
tery health management and charg-
ing controls. As a result, the answer 
to whether it’s okay to leave your 
phone plugged in overnight has be-
come more nuanced in recent years.
Better charging controls

Rather than simply telling people 
not to charge overnight, modern 
phones can increasingly manage 
what happens to the battery during 
those nighttime hours. Apple has 
offered optimised battery charg-
ing since 2019. This feature learns 
a user’s daily charging routine and 
delays charging beyond a certain 
percentage when the phone is ex-
pected to remain connected for an 
extended period. 

Samsung and Google Pixel 
phones both offer a similar feature. 
Pixel phones have “adaptive charg-
ing” which also learns charging 
habits and slows charging over-

night, aiming to reach 100% shortly 
before you normally unplug the 
phone. 

Samsung phones have “sleep time 
protection” which stops charging at 
about 80% while you sleep and ad-
justs charging to reach 100% just 
before you wake. 

With the new iPhone 17, Apple 
has also introduced adaptive power 
mode, which learns typical battery 
consumption and anticipates when 
the user might run low, then adjusts 
power use to help the battery last 
through the day. 
Setting charging limits

So what about charging only 
to 80%? Reducing time spent at a 
high state of charge can help man-
age battery wear. But manufactur-
ers themselves no longer treat 80% 
as the only choice. Samsung allows 
users of their most recent phones to 
set up battery protection that caps 
charging at a percentage of their 
choice: 80%, 85%, 90% or 95%. 

Apple’s iPhone 15 and later have 
a similar feature, allowing users 
to choose between 80% and 100% 
in 5% increments. The phone can 
even recommend a particular limit 
based on the user’s charging habits. 
Instead of using adaptive charging, 
Google Pixel 6a and later devices 
can simply be set to a limit of 80%, 
an option that’s ideal for people 
who usually finish their day with 
some charge remaining. 

Ultimately, not charging your 
phone fully is a trade-off between 
reducing battery wear over the 
longer term and having more 
charge available day-to-day. If 80% 
comfortably gets you through the 
day, a lower limit will make sense. If 
you’re travelling or facing a long day 
away from a charger, you may want 
to use more of the battery’s capac-

ity. Even if you do choose a lower 
charging limit, your phone may oc-
casionally charge itself to 100% so 
that the device’s battery readings 
remain correct.
Whatever you do, avoid heat

While all these new charging 
features can prolong the life of the 
battery, they don’t really address 
another important factor: heat. The 
chemicals in lithium-ion batter-
ies are sensitive to high tempera-
tures and will degrade over time if 
stored in hot conditions, especially 
if they’re also being charged at the 
same time. Phones themselves in-
creasingly respond to heat too, with 
charging limitations kicking in 
when the device detects high tem-
peratures. The general advice here 
hasn’t changed. Always keep your 
phone away from excessive heat, in-
cluding leaving it in a hot car or in 
direct sunlight. If charging at bed-
time, make sure you’re not tucking 
your phone under a pillow or other 
bedding which could trap heat and 
risk overheating the device. 
So, can you charge your 
phone overnight?

For most people using a mod-
ern smartphone, the answer is yes. 
The phone manages charging au-
tomatically, and you don’t need to 
wake in the middle of the night to 
unplug your phone at exactly 80%. 
Instead, check what your phone of-
fers and use optimised, adaptive or 
sleep-aware charging if it suits your 
routine. Consider a lower charge 
limit if you don’t need 100% every 
day. Above all, avoid excessive heat. 
Even though phone batteries still 
aren’t immune to ageing, we now 
have more options to try and pro-
long their life with smart charg-
ing features – so it’s a good idea to 
check your settings and let the tech-
nology do some of the work. 

(The writer is a computer sci-
ence and IT researcher at Central 

Queensland University, Australia)

Modern smartphones automatically manage charging, while heat remains the biggest threat 

Overnight phone charging 
is safe, but heat matters

Shannon Bosch

FOR six months in 2025, the 
Gaza Humanitarian Founda-
tion operated a radically dif-
ferent model for delivering 
food to Palestinians in Gaza. 
The foundation didn’t disclose 
its donors, but received at least 
USD 30 million from the US 
government. Many established 
aid organisations refused to co-
operate, citing concerns about 
transparency and independent 
oversight. 

Instead of distributing aid 
through hundreds of estab-
lished humanitarian sites, the 
foundation concentrated dis-
tribution at just four heavily 
secured sites. Three were in a 
military zone in southern Gaza 
and one was in central Gaza 
City. Armed private security 
contractors helped operate the 
system. 

The foundation says it dis-
tributed 187 million meals 
and demonstrated there was 
a better way to deliver aid to 
Gaza, which is reported to be 
adopted in US President Don-
ald Trump’s Peace plan. 

My new research shows this 
privatised, militarised model 
should stand as a warning 
against the risks of transform-
ing humanitarian relief in oc-
cupied territories from an in-
strument of protection to one 
of control. 

Protecting civilians
Humanitarian assistance in 

occupied territories must com-
ply with international humani-
tarian law and human rights 
obligations. These are designed 
not merely to put food in civil-
ian hands, but to protect the 
people receiving it. Under these 
laws, the occupying power 
bears extensive obligations to-
wards the civilian population. 
These include ensuring access 
to essentials such as food and 
medical supplies, and facilitat-
ing humanitarian relief where 
the population is inadequately 
supplied. An occupying power 
can regulate humanitarian op-
erations for legitimate security 

reasons. It can inspect consign-
ments, verify their humanitari-
an character and take measures 
to prevent aid being diverted 
for military purposes. 

But those powers have lim-
its.

Humanitarian relief must 
remain impartial and needs-
based. Civilians must be treat-
ed humanely and without dis-
crimination. Relief operations 
must also be sufficiently inde-
pendent of political and mili-
tary objectives to retain their 
humanitarian character. This is 
where the Gaza Humanitarian 
Foundation model becomes le-
gally problematic. 

From hundreds 
of aid sites to four

Before the foundation began 
operating, humanitarian as-
sistance had been distributed 
through more than 400 UN-
coordinated sites across Gaza. 
The foundation replaced this 
network with four large dis-
tribution sites. Their location 
was crucial. Civilians south of 
Wadi Gaza could reach them 
only using routes that took 
them through heavily armed 
Israeli military units and bas-
es. People in northern Gaza 
faced long journeys. Access 
was particularly difficult for 
vulnerable people, including 
women, children, older people 
and people with disabilities. 
Distribution was also unpre-
dictable. At times, civilians 
received only minutes’ notice 
that a site was opening. Some-
times those sites would remain 
open only for very short peri-

ods. This transformed receiv-
ing food into a potentially dan-
gerous journey. International 
humanitarian law requires aid 
to be distributed according to 
humanitarian need. A system 
that makes access particularly 
difficult for some of the most 
vulnerable civilians raises seri-
ous questions about whether it 
satisfies that requirement. 

Privatising human need
The Gaza Humanitarian 

Foundation model also relied 
heavily on private security 
contractors. Safe Reach Solu-
tions provided security lo-
gistics, while UG Solutions 
secured distribution sites 
and interacted directly with 
Palestinians. Some contrac-
tors reportedly had little or 
no humanitarian experience. 
Contractors were armed, and 
draft rules of engagement were 
reportedly provided only after 
distribution operations had al-
ready begun. Private security 
companies are not automati-
cally incompatible with hu-
manitarian operations. They 
can, for example, protect civil-
ians, escort aid convoys and 
secure humanitarian facilities. 
But the distinction between 
protecting humanitarian oper-
ations and performing military 
or governmental security func-

tions is important. My research 
argues activities such as coer-
cive crowd control, intelligence 
gathering, security screening 
and the use of force in civil-
ian settings risk crossing that 
line. Reports that contractors 
monitored people considered 
“suspicious”, shared informa-
tion with the Israeli military 
and operated alongside facial-
recognition surveillance, fur-
ther blurred the distinction be-
tween humanitarian assistance 
and security operations. 

Civilians paid the price
The consequences were se-

rious. Aid distribution points 
became sites of crowding, 
stampedes and shootings. 
Thousands of Palestinians 
were reported killed or injured 
around distribution sites and 
aid routes. Israel disputed cas-
ualty figures and maintained 
live fire near humanitarian 
centres was prohibited, except 
in response to an immediate 
threat to life. Whatever dis-
putes remain about individual 
incidents, the broader legal 
question cannot be avoided. A 
humanitarian system should 
reduce civilian vulnerability. 
It should not require hungry 
civilians to expose themselves 
repeatedly to foreseeable dan-
ger to obtain food. 

Outsourcing responsibility

There is another important 
lesson from the Gaza Humani-
tarian Foundation experiment. 
Governments increasingly rely 
on private companies to per-
form functions once carried 
out by states or established 
humanitarian organisations. 
But outsourcing a function 
does not necessarily outsource 
legal responsibility. Under the 
Fourth Geneva Convention, 
an occupying power remains 
responsible for the treatment 
of protected civilians by those 
acting under its authority or 
control. This means replacing 
an established humanitarian 
network with a privately ad-
ministered system does not 
remove the occupying power’s 
underlying obligations to keep 
civilians safe. 

Beyond Gaza
The Gaza Humanitarian 

Foundation operated for only 
six months, but its significance 
may extend much further. The 
danger is that highly militarised 
private aid systems become a 
model for humanitarian as-
sistance in future conflicts and 
occupations. Humanitarian 
relief cannot be judged simply 
by how much food is delivered 
and distributed. It must also be 
judged by who can reach that 
food, what risks they must take 
to obtain it, whether assistance 
is distributed according to 
need, and whether the system 
protects human dignity and ci-
vilian life. When access to food 
becomes connected to sur-
veillance, forced movement, 
confinement or exposure to 
violence, the boundary be-
tween humanitarian assistance 
and military control begins to 
disappear. This can be incom-
patible with international hu-
manitarian law, but also with 
the central reason for relief 
operations to exist in the first 
place: to get essential goods to 
innocent civilians in war zones. 

(The writer is an Associate 
Professor of Law in the School 

of Business and Law, Australia)

Gaza shows why humanitarian 
aid cannot be militarised
Private contractors and heavily secured distribution sites blurred 

the distinction between relief and security operations

Humanitarian relief must remain impartial and needs-
based. Civilians must be treated humanely and without 
discrimination. Relief operations must also be sufficiently 
independent of political and military objectives to retain their 
humanitarian character. This is where the Gaza Humanitarian 
Foundation model becomes legally problematic

Multilateralism under siege as  
world leaders seek stronger UN

Ted Anthony 
New York

THERE is doom. There is gloom. 
There is mistrust. There is insist-
ence upon shared power and 
the prevention of political and 
military bullying. And there is a 
growing cry for permanent seats 
at the table of power — for island 
nations threatened by climate 
change and, more than anything, 
for Africa.

These things have often been 
true in recent years when world 
leaders orate at one another dur-
ing their annual meeting at the 
UN General Assembly, which 
concluded Monday. This year, 
though, the discourse seemed 
even more urgent than usu-
al. Across the words of more 
than 150 speeches, two things 
emerged as clear: Many leaders 
deeply want the world body to 
work. And many have conclud-
ed that it isn't. “Where are the 
United Nations?” Alexandra Hill 
Tinoco, the foreign minister of 
El Salvador, asked Monday. “Do 
we have an organization that is 
still relevant?” 

That was the question that 
hung over the weeklong gather-
ing as leader after world leader 
— in different words, with dif-
ferent details — probed at the 
very heart of the organization 
that was founded eight decades 
ago to prevent a conflict like 
World War II from ever happen-
ing again. 

At the heart of the UN ethos 
sits a word that most regular 
people never use: “multilateral-
ism.” The optimistic principle — 
that problems that cross borders, 
regions and oceans can be solved 
by cooperation and shared pow-
er — is a potent one, advocated 
by almost everyone (the United 
States under Donald Trump be-
ing a notable exception). 

But that flavour of multilater-

alism was conceived and built in 
a different era, when globalized 
challenges like pandemics, cli-
mate change and artificial intel-
ligence did not sit quite so front 
and center. Even today, those 
that hold the true power — the 
ability to veto anything that 
comes before the UN Security 
Council without giving a reason 
— are the same five nations giv-
en it at the end of World War II. 

“Multilateralism is under 
siege," said Mulipola Anarosa 
Ale-Molio?o, Samoa's deputy 
prime minister. 

It's not surprising, then, that 
the theme of this year's leaders' 
meeting at the General Assem-
bly was “restoring trust.” From 
the barrage of remarks about it 
being broken, it seemed obvi-
ous that something needs to give 
in order to, as Algerian Foreign 
Minister Ahmed Attaf put it, 
create “a shared home rather 
than an organization held hos-
tage to the dominance of power 
politics.” 

“There are problems,” said the 
foreign minister of Sri Lanka, Vi-
jitha Herath, “which no country 
can solve alone.” 

There's a close relationship be-
tween multilateralism and trust

One sticking point that the 
scores of speeches revealed was 
the scratchiness between two 
vital notions — multilateralism 

and sovereignty. Nations from 
North Korea to the Marshall Is-
lands invoked high principles to 
say that all must work together 
while simultaneously under-
scoring that they will never al-
low their sovereign rights to be 
violated. This produces contra-
dictions that remain unsolved. 
“We have never been so con-
nected, yet we are increasingly 
unable to trust one another," said 
Grand Duke Guillaume, Luxem-
bourg's head of state. The tradi-
tion of American individualism 
plays a role here, as embodied by 
Trump's consistently aggressive 
tone toward the UN To many in 
the United States, multilateral-
ism hints at dark echoes of “one 
world government” and the no-
tion of giving up power — and 
thus liberty — to other stake-
holders. This trait, while often 
recessive in UN meetings, is true 
of many nations that fear incur-
sion, war and domination. 

In reality, though, multilater-
alism is the way the world works 
today — economically and, ar-
guably, politically. From AI to 
rising temperatures, many na-
tions just aren't equipped to go it 
alone. And while cooperation on 
AI was a centerpiece this year, so 
too was the outlook that nations 
such as China offered — that 
each country must make its own 
decisions about the emerging 

technology. “States alone cannot 
make progress," said Christophe 
Mirmand, Monaco's minister of 
state. 

The hue and cry for multilat-
eralism, always present when 
smaller nations meet larger 
ones, has been growing since the 
COVID-19 pandemic of 2020-
21, when most of the meetings 
were held remotely. It has been 
amplified further as members 
— particularly island nations, 
whose very existence is threat-
ened by warming oceans — in-
creasingly assert that the world 
is happening at them rather than 
with them. 

If bigger countries with dif-
ferent interests can make all the 
major decisions on problems 
and opportunities that transcend 
map borders, these smaller na-
tions say, then they will be left in 
the dust. The only answer, they 
say, is a United Nations that tru-
ly equalizes voices and has the 
fortitude to make that principle 
stick. “The message to small na-
tions is clear: Be as sovereign as 
we allow you to be," said Philip 
Edward Davis, prime minister 
of the Bahamas. "A sovereignty 
that requires permission is not a 
sovereignty.” 
Fixing the imbalance of 
political oomph is difficult

Whenever the United Nations 
gathers, its origin story is al-
ways lurking in the background: 
World War II. Nowhere is that 
more evident than when talk of 
expanding the Security Coun-
cil and its permanent members 
comes up. The 15-member Se-
curity Council, which holds the 
UN's only real authority, has 
five permanent members — the 
United States, Russia, Britain, 
China and France — that hold 
veto power. While other nations 
rotate in and out, their power 
is limited; they can neither veto 
nor prevent vetoes. 

Leaders from more than 150 countries call for stronger cooperation on challenges no nation can tackle alone
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