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% an asthma sulferer, 24=year-old Daniel Harris doesn't
need scientists to convinee him that climate change could
soon impact his personal health, °1 was fine until | was 19

bt | ve bseen in resparatory arsest five timies over the last bve vears
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tougher for the world's 300 milllon asthma sulfferers. The World
Health Organisatbon (WHO) predicts voday’s 250,000 annual
asthma deaths will increase by almost 20 per cent in the next
10 years, unless urgent actions to curb climate change are taken

{:HIT'IEITE Cha nge l‘S Shocking it may be, but this is just one disease at the tipofa

rapidly melting iceberg. Researchers warn we can expect thousands

1 mare deaths from heatwaves, storms and other extreme weather
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WO r{-l}r‘ing ram Eﬁ[ati{}ﬂﬂ insect-borme diseases like malaria and dengue will shift drarmatically.

Unsurprisingly, developing countries are predicted to be hi
fDr our hE‘EllTh ﬁnds harder than the developed world, but in Harris® experience, the
L wisathir doesnt FESPH t O rder contn l! "\,h .:_'H.l:'l|": a I'||||'\. |_[ AL}
wiorse in recent years as the difference between high and bow

...' SUE Wh itE temperatures has increasingly fluctuated. 1'm al

baclutely worricd

about climate change” he s
According to WHO, we all should be: the “WHO Director
General recently declared climate change the biggest health issue

humans will face in the next centory, But Australia’s e Wi SChenkist

an climate change and health, Tony McMichael, from the Australian

Mational University, Is just one of many specialists frustrated that

the climate change debate has been too narrow for too long

Climate change is the biggest
health issue humans will
face in the next century.

Collectively, we have a naive misunderstanding of where good

health actually comes from, Individual chaices and behaviours are
important, and so are a few genes, but the bedrock of population

health lies in the natural environment: the processes that ensure

:
casonable stability of infectious

we have food, fresh water lows, 1
disease patterns and social stability,

LClimsate change is unlikely to create new diseases, but the devil we

know is about to become a major challenge, Digeases we think we

have a handle on, like malaria, dengue, and vies, i'-l.: r add asthoma. will

-

becomee far more threatening under changed climatic conditions

A recent report from Oodfam demonstrates the breadih of th

gz, finding that diarrhoeal diseases in Lima, Peru, will increase
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b 2030 a disease called bi

¢ degree Celsius temperature rise, and

arzia, which is caused by parasives

and particularly impacts children, will threaten 210 million
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creep, denoting diseases that shift beyond their rraditional
geographic boundaries. It's perhaps most easily understood

with lnetses: like malaria, a so-called tropica ' disease that's
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While scientists are increasingly calling for coordinated
action between health departments, policymakers and
medical practitioners in order to avert an impending health
apocalypse, it's proving challenging to distract the public
from the “tangible’ and seemingly more immediate crises
which so easily capture our imagination. Let’s take swine fu
as a good case in point: its catchy name and exotic origins
saw all and sundry eager to curb a pandemic that has so far,
for most people at beast, equated to litthe more than the
commaon, if still quite unpleasant, winter flu.

The Victorian bushfires are perhaps a more tragic example of

our kack of understanding of a changed health environment.
While they were undisputedly horrific, where was the outery
[or, for that matter, the Boyal Commission] when it was
announced that more than twice as many Victorians died in
the heatwaves preceding the fires?

What will affect Australians the most?
Given our sunburnt country is about to get hotter, both
Australian researchers and the medical organisation Doctors
fior the Emvironment Australia (DEA) are highlighting the links
betwern heatwaves and health.

"Heat is a serious health threat. The stress can lead to
increased incidents of heart attacks, cerehrovascular stroke or
dehydration from gastroenteritis,” says DEAs Graeme Horton

When it comes to heatwaves, M.'ve:-n:'|'|:|l:'|31 daytirme highs in
excess of 45°C capture our imaginations, but steamy nights are
equally threatening. The human body needs a cooling-off
Pu-r:|1|;| to recover from the stress of a very hot day, and when
evening temperatures don't drop off, deaths from heatwaves
are unfortunately inevitable.

"We can adapt. But we need to be very proactive, and adapt
in @ sensible way,” says Neville Nicholls, a meteorologist and
climate scientist from Melbourne’s Monash University. Somse
cities are now introducing heat alert systems, Nichalls says,
which “can sive thousands of lives”

Chenate change i s 1o efien! rove than just our physicol health, experhs
a1y - A% [kl 1o se e hdl AN s o the rise as well
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Concerned individuals have plenty to do

Green

You can kobbny for
action from palicy-
makers on climate
change and health

The upside?

S0 if we lose out in summes, will we gain in winter? The demise
of the winter cold is often touted as a posilive health outcome
under global warming conditions, but like most other experts,
Micholls doesn’t see a net benefit here.

“I find it hard to beliewve that a few deaths saved at the cold end
will outweigh the potential for catastrophe at the hot enc)” he savs,

Heatwaves wont be our only health concern, but heat is an
casier meteorological condition to predict than rainfall. While
it's understoad that more cyclones, floods and other wild weather
incidents lie ahead, which will no doubt cause catastrophe on
their own, scientists predict these episodes will also likely
increase incidences of mosquito-borne diseases.

Dengue and malaria are both set to rise in many parts of
the world, with dengue already providing Australia with its
Lt :_'?;.ﬁﬂ'l]!lll..' I'h{ ||'|ﬂ.' I:Il'g'fl 'I:I. I:I:Ihl.'nlh-l' L'TL’H.'I‘!.

“A recent dengue outhbreak in northern Australia resulted
i 1000 eases and one death,.” says DEAs Horton, "It also
highlighted a lack of public awareness as to how to limit the
spread of mosquito habitats”

It doesn take much contemplation about health and climane
change to see that increases in floods, fires, heatwaves and
disease will quickly put pressure on Australia’s health systems.
Architect Jane Carthey. director of the Centre for Health Assets
Australasia at the University of New South Wales, is looking at
how Qe h-l_':illh in I'r..ml_rl.lc'll.ln.- will Cape,

“In somie of the recent Queensland floods, hospitals were out
off and roofs collapsed at the very time more people needed care.
If we can't maove hc:-'.g:-il:ath. 1|1|.':.' meed o be more resilient,” she says.

Carthey notes that greening our hospitals (and, say, not
butlding them in vulnerable positions like by the coast) will
also have the benefit of making these facilities less dependent
on external resources such as power, which may not be
avallable in extreme weather events,

But ending up in a powerless hospital after surviving a flood
miay well affect maore than just vour physical health. MeMichaels
colleagwe at ANUL, Helen Berry. is studying the effects of climate
change on mental health. She says being exposed to or affected
bg.'a_"l.'q:nts such as infense dn:ml;‘]:l.x [E1y |.'1I.'|:'||.'r:|h.".ﬁ. can ;lhh.l.‘l|l.l|:l.']!|'
impact our mental wellbeing,

“Our physical and mental health are very closely related
can't have something horrible happen to you without your risk of
mental health issues increasing,” she says.

Berry believes we need to seriously consider the impact
climate |:'|1u|'|E,|.- will have on the resilience of our I'L?_il.‘lﬂ.‘ll
communities in particular. “Farmers and drought are obvious
examples, because as towns go bust [the structure of | the
community starts to erode”
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Any good news?

[ theres a siver linmg surrounding the cloud of recent disaster

AL W NAE SO | RHT 1% o ek matise, As Andy Priman, o

lirector of UNSW s Climate Change Besearch Cenfne, points out
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