
is a public health issue

Get The Facts

How Can Climate Change Harm the Publicʼs Health?

Vulnerable Populations Will Bear the Burden
Populations already at increased risk from death and disease
such as communities of color, the elderly, young children, and
the poor, will bear the burden of disease and death from cli-
mate change. The existing conditions that already cause worse
health among these populations – lack of clean air, water and
unhealthy living conditions – will be exacerbated by the ad-
verse effects of climate change.

Communities located in particularly sensitive areas – Alaska
and arid western states – are also uniquely vulnerable to the ef-
fects of climate change. These communities are not only at in-
creased risk for disease, they are also the least able to prepare,
respond and recover from effects of climate change.
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HEALTH OUTCOMES
Heat stress and stroke
Injury, illness, death
Asthma and respitory disease
Malnutrition, starvation
Mental illness

Flood
Destruction

Scarcities in food and water

Heat Waves

Hurricanes
Tsunami

Severe Drought

Pollutants and allergens

Mosquitos, ticks, fleas, rodents

Water- and food-borne diseases

Asthma, respiratory, heart & lung disease, cancer

Malaria, Lyme disease, encephalitis, hantavirus

Cholera, cryptosporidiosis, salmonella

Air pollution

Disease carriers

Contaminants

Mold and mildew
Contaminated food and water
Lack of shelter{

Source: United States Global Change Research Program. Climate Change Impacts. 2009

The climate is changing and these changes impact the nation’s health. The ebb

and flow of disease is linked to our climate. Scientists estimate changes are leading

to increases in disease and death. For example, warm weather and precipitation

changes are associated with increases in West Nile virus.



Investment in the Public Health System Saves Lives and Money

Investing in our public health system to help understand, prevent, respond and adapt to the impacts of climate
change is critical to the health of our nation. Investment will support:

• Research to better understand the domestic and global health
impacts of climate change and to identify adaptive strategies

• Infrastructure and capacity for state and local health agencies
to prepare and respond to climate change

• Centers of Excellence that use research results to inform state
and local planning and adaptation

• Early Warning Systems to ensure swift responses to protect the
public’s health

• Enhanced zoning ordinances and building codes to prevent
storm damage and minimize heat impacts

• Robust prevention and control programs to keep food and
water safe from contamination and prevent the spread of vector
borne disease

• Nationwide detection and surveillance systems to identify
and prevent the spread of current and emerging diseases

• Public policies to adapt to climate change and to mitigate
longer-term threats of climate change (e.g. policies that support
sustainable communities, promote clean energy use, reduce air
pollution and increase fitness)

Examples of Regional Effects of Climate Change
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Northwest
Heavy rainfall and early snowmelt
may lead to flooding and overflow of
sewage systems, causing an increase
in the spread of disease.

Southwest
Increased temperatures and decreased
rainfall are likely to put a strain on already-
limited water sources, increase wildfires
and reduce air quality.

Alaska
Loss of permafrost and retreating sea
ice is already changing the lives of
native people and causing an increase
in pest outbreaks.

The Great Plains
Increased temperatures
could mean scorching
summers and more mild
winters—which would
significantly impact food
production and create new
challenges for cities facing
extreme heat.

Northeast
Rising temperatures could mean
a harder time for people with
allergies, while diseases carried
by insects or animals—such as
Lyme disease and West Nile
virus—could extend their reach.

Midwest and Northeast
Major cities like New York City and
Chicago could experience extreme
temperatures that would mean more
heat stress and heatstroke, with the
poor and elderly hit especially hard.

Southeast Atlantic and Gulf Coast
Hurricanes and other weather events are expected to
last longer and be more intense. That would mean bigger
storm surges, more damage to buildings and roads,
contaminated food and water, and mold exposure.

Source: United States Global Change Research Program. Climate Change Impacts. 2009
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