Potential Adaptation Strategies for Moderating Impacts
of Climate Change on Human Health and Welfare
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Climate variability and change challenge
even the world’s most advanced societies.
At a very basic level, climate affects the
costs of providing comfort in our homes
and work places. A favorable climate can
provide inputs for a good life: adequate
fresh water supplies; products from the
ranch, the farm, the forests, the rivers and
the coasts; pleasure derived from tourist

) destinations and from nature, biodiversity,
and outdoor recreation.

Climate not only supports the provision
of many goods and services, but also af-
fects the spread of some diseases and the
prevalence of other health problems. It is
also associated with threats from extreme
events and natural disasters such as tropi-
cal storms, riverine and coastal flooding,
wildfires, droughts, wind, hail, ice, heat,
and cold.




these changes

How Will Climate Change Impact Human
Health in the U.S.?

The United States is a highly developed country with a
wide range of climates. While there may be fewer cases
of illness and death associated with climate change

in the United States than in the developing world, we
nevertheless anticipate increased costs to human health
and well being. Greater wealth and a more developed
public health system and infrastructure (e.g., water
treatment plants, sewers, and drinking water systems;
roads, rails and bridges; flood control structures) will
continue to enhance our capacity to respond to climate
change. Similarly, governments’ capacities for disaster
planning and emergency response are key assets that
should allow the United States to adapt to many of the
health effects associated with climate change

Some Impacts of Climate Change on Health:

It is very likely that heat-related death and illness will
increase over the coming decades.
According to the U.S. Census, the U.S. population is ag-

limate change will result in regional differences
in impacts in the United States not only due to

a regional pattern of changes in climate but the
regional nature of our communities in adapting to

ing; Older adults, very young chil-
dren, and persons with compromised
immune systems are vulnerable to
temperature extremes.

This suggests that temperature-
related death and illness are likely

to increase. Similarly, heat-related
death affects poor and minority
populations disproportionately, in part due to lack of
air conditioning.

There will likely be an increase in the spread of sev-
eral food- and water-borne diseases among susceptible
populations

The extent of this increase depends on the survival, per-
sistence, habitat range and transmission of agents of dis-
ease (e.g. bacteria or viruses) under changing climate and
environmental condi-
tions. The primary
climate-related fac-
tors that affect these
agents, or pathogens,
include temperature,
precipitation, extreme
weather events, and
shifts in their eco-
logical regimes. How-
ever, the impact of
climate on food- and water-borne pathogens will seldom
be the only factor determining the burden of human inju-
ries, illness, and death.
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Health effects related to climate change will vary by
region.

For the continental United States:

» the northern areas are likely to experience the largest
increases in average temperatures; they will also bear
the brunt of increases in ground-level ozone and other
airborne pollutants.

* Because Midwestern
and Northeastern cities
are generally not as well
adapted to the heat as
Southern cities, their
populations are likely to be
disproportionately affected
by heat related illnesses
as heat waves increase in
frequency, severity, and
duration.

* The range of many vectors
(eg. insects, rodents) is
likely to extend northward
and to higher elevations.
For some vectors, such as rodents associated with
Hantavirus, ranges are likely to expand, as the
precipitation patterns under a warmer climate enhance
the vegetation that controls the rodent population.

» Forest fires with their associated decrements to air
quality and pulmonary effects are likely to increase in
frequency, severity, distribution, and duration in the
Southeast, the Intermountain West and the West.

How Is Human Welfare Related to Health
And What Are The Impacts of Climate
Change?

The terms human welfare, quality of life, and well-
being are often used interchangeably. There is a shared
understanding that all three terms refer to aspects of life
that improve living conditions and reduce chances of
injury, stress, and loss.

Climate change is very likely to accentu-
ate the disparities already evident in the
American health care system. Many of the
expected health effects are likely to fall
disproportionately on the poor, the elderly, and coping requirements are
the disabled, and the uninsured. The most
important adaptation to ameliorate health
effects from climate change is to support
and maintain the United States’ public
health infrastructure.

One of the most significant ways in which social,
economic, and natural systems are likely to experience
climate change is through a change in weather and climate
extremes. Changes in climate extremes (such as extreme
rain events leading to flooding, heatwaves etc), are already
observed to be having impacts.

Communities in risk-prone regions, such as coastal
zones, have reason to be concerned about potential
increases in severe weather events.

The combined effects of severe storms and sea-level rise
in coastal areas or increased risks of fire in more arid
areas are examples of how climate change may increase
the magnitude of challenges already facing risk-prone
regions. Vulnerabilities may
be especially pronounced
for rapidly-growing and/

or larger metropolitan
areas, where the potential
magnitude of both impacts

likely to be very large. On
the other hand, such regions
have greater opportunity to
adapt infrastructure and to
make decisions that limit
vulnerability.

Effects of climate change on human settlements are
likely to vary considerably according to location-
specific vulnerabilities, with the most vulnerable areas
likely to include Alaska with increased permafrost
melt, flood-risk coastal zones and river basins, and arid
areas with associated water scarcity.

The main climate impacts have to do with changes in

the intensity, frequency and location of extreme weather
events and, in some cases, water availability rather than
temperature change.

Finally, population growth and economic development
is occurring in those areas that are likely to be
vulnerable to the
effects of climate
change.
Approximately half of !
the U.S. population,
160 million people,
will live in one of 673
coastal counties by
2008. Coastal areas —
particularly those on gently-sloping coasts and zones with
gradual land subsidence — will be at risk for sea level rise,
especially related to severe storms and storm surges.




