The Critical Decade: Climate Change and Health – Key messages

Climate change is harming our health in
Australia, and poses a significant threat
for the future.
Our health, and the health of our families and
communities is the foundation for our way of
life, our society and our economy.
Health is one of the top priorities for Australians.
Every year we collectively invest more and more
in our health, and in 2008–09 this reached
$112.8 billion.
Our health depends on the natural environment
for our basic requirements: safe water, clean
air, sufficient food, tolerable temperatures and
protection from the elements.
Over many decades thousands of scientists have
painted an unambiguous picture: the global
climate is changing and humanity is almost
surely the primary cause. In the last 50 years,
Earth’s surface has heated rapidly in response
to rising levels of greenhouse gases (especially
carbon dioxide) created from the burning of
fossil fuels and deforestation.
Global temperature will continue to rise. How
hot Earth becomes will depend on the additional
build-up of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere
from now onwards.
A changing climate is already putting pressure
on the natural, economic and social systems that
sustain good health. Climate change will lead to
more injuries, disease and deaths in decades to
come. Sustained action by Australia and other
nations to reduce greenhouse gas emissions
can help prevent the worst impacts.

Climate Change is one of the most
serious threats to Australians’
health, especially for those in
our community who are already
most vulnerable.
Few Australians are aware of the risks to their
health or the health of their family and community.
Much of the public and policy discussion on climate
change has emphasised the environmental impacts.
However, impacts on human health are also very
important.

Climate change must be considered
a health priority.

The risks to human health from climate
change include: injuries and fatalities related
to heatwaves and other severe weather events;
spread of some infectious diseases from rising
temperatures and changes in rainfall; water and
food contamination from rising temperatures,
changes in rainfall patterns and extreme
events; exacerbated respiratory allergies from
increased allergens (pollens and spores) in the
air; exacerbated respiratory and heart diseases
in response to increases in some air pollutants;
mental health problems in those experiencing
physical and economic impacts; and the health
consequences of population dislocation as some
regions become uninhabitable.

The Critical Decade: Climate Change and Health – Key messages (continued)

Climate change is a serious threat
to our health and well-being.
Climate change is harming our health in Australia,
and poses a significant threat for the future.
1. Australia is getting hotter, leading to
increased heat-related deaths and disease.
›› H
 eat is a silent killer and is the leading cause
of weather-related deaths in Australia.

Very hot days and heatwaves
put substantial PRESSURE on our
bodies—leading to lethargy,
heatstroke, renal (kidney) failure,
heart-attacks and even death.

›› A
 s Australia has become hotter there has been
an increase in the annual number of extremely
hot days and the frequency of severe heatwaves.
The number of hot days has doubled in the last
five decades, leading to more heat-related deaths
and disease.
›› B
 y the end of the century the number of days
over 35˚C is expected to increase by: 3 times
in Melbourne; 4 times in Sydney; 2.5 times in
Adelaide; 20 times in Brisbane; 3 times in Hobart
and 6 times in Canberra. By the end of the
century, the estimated temperature in Perth
during one fifth of the year—or two and a half
months—will be over 35˚C, while in Darwin
10 months of the year will be over 35˚C.
›› C
 limate change is forecast to lead to thousands
of premature deaths from heat by mid-century.
›› A
 n increase in the yearly number of dangerously
hot days could have significant economic impacts
via the loss of physical work capacity and lost
work-days.

Projected number of days over 35°C in Australian capital cities.
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2. More frequent and severe extreme
events can seriously harm our health.

A changing climate leads to
changes in the frequency, intensity,
geographic area and duration
of extreme weather and climate
events, and can result in events
not seen since records began.

 limate change will lead to
C
increases in certain types of air
pollutants, as well as air-borne
allergens like pollen and mould
spores. These have serious impacts
on respiratory illnesses, such as
asthma, hay fever and lung cancer,
and on heart disease.
4. Climate change poses risks
for Australians’ mental health.

›› E
 xtreme weather events such as heatwaves,
heavy rainfall, floods, hail storms and bushfires,
injure and kill people. They also have longerterm impacts on the spread of infectious
disease, the mental health of communities
suffering in the aftermath, and on people
needing to access compromised health
services and infrastructure.
3. As the climate changes, infectious
diseases will rise.
›› T
 he expected rise in some infectious diseases
associated with increasing temperatures,
changes in rainfall, and more intense extreme
weather events is of serious concern.
›› Dengue fever is currently confined to northern
Queensland. As north-eastern Australia
becomes hotter and wetter the range of the
mosquito that spreads dengue fever is projected
to move south. A southward spread could put
five to eight million Australians at risk by the
end of the century, 10–16 times the population
that is currently at risk.
›› A
 s average temperature continues to rise across
Australia the incidence of bacterial food-borne
diseases will also rise.

›› E
 xtreme weather events such as fires, floods and
droughts can cause social dislocation and mental
health problems, including post-traumatic stress,
depression and anxiety.

With increased extreme weather 
events predicted, the mental health
of communities affected by those
events is seriously at risk.

The more vulnerable members of
the community will be hardest hit
by climate change-related illness.
›› T
 he more vulnerable members of the
community—the elderly, the young, those with
chronic illness, those in lower socio-economic
groups and Indigenous communities—are
especially at risk.
›› More frequent and more extreme bushfires,
droughts and floods will increasingly affect
physical wellbeing, mental health and incomes
of rural Australians.
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Climate change will put increasing
pressure on health services and
infrastructure.
›› H
 ot days and heatwaves put substantial
pressure on our health systems as demand
for ambulance services and hospital
treatment dramatically increases.
›› E
 xtreme weather events, especially when
they happen in close succession, also place
heavy demands on Australia’s emergency
and health workers.

Comprehensive planning is needed
for the longer term to secure
our public health services and
infrastructure.

Prevention is better than cure.
›› T
 he climate has been changing as a result
of human activities for a number of decades,
and we know it is continuing to change.
Consequently, we must prepare for some of the
expected impacts on human health that we
can no longer prevent. One benefit of knowing
what we can expect—for example, hotter
temperatures and their likely health impacts—
is that we can plan for the changes we need.
›› W
 e still have time to prevent the worst impacts
if rapid action is taken to reduce emissions.
With decisive domestic and international
action to control greenhouse gas emissions
we can reduce the extent and severity of
the harm Australians will suffer. This is the
critical decade for action.
›› A
 n effective response to climate change by the
health system is essential to reducing the risk
of injuries and illnesses and enhancing public
preparedness.

In addressing climate change we
can build a healthier Australia.
›› R
 educing greenhouse gas emissions will slow
climate change and therefore help limit the risks
to human health.
›› S
 ome actions that reduce greenhouse gas
emissions also have direct local health benefits.
For instance, by:
–– improving the quality of our air through use
of cleaner energy sources and more efficient
use of energy; and
–– increasing our physical activity by improving
the design of our cities and towns so that it is
easier and safer to get around on foot, by bike
and by public transport.

Doctors, nurses and other health
professionals have an important
role to play.
›› H
 ealth professionals have an important
responsibility in explaining health challenges
and ensuring that health services are equipped
for those threats.

As trusted members of the
community, health professionals
and health organisations have many
opportunities to help the public and
decision makers better understand
the implications of climate change,
including the risks to human health
and Australia’s health services and
infrastructure.

