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The impacts of Climate Change on Health:

A Warming-up Debate
Adopted by the General Assembly of AER in Belfort (Franche Comté-F) 

on 26 November 2009 

Since the establishment of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in 1988 and thanks to the regular publication of new evidence and research findings, climate change has emerged as an incontrovertible issue. 

Consequences of climate change are now well-know and they are far-reaching: land and sea temperature increases, alteration of precipitation quantity and patterns, rising of the global average sea level, expected increase in the severity of weather-related natural disasters. 

What people are less aware of are the impacts that these events will have on health. Yet, it is essential to take a look at the predicted impact of climate change on health in order to be able to adapt public health and social policies to the modifications of our environment.

Climate Change & Health – Making The Link

First of all, as extreme events (floods, tornados, fires…) will become more frequent, weather-related deaths are expected to rise. Since 1998, floods in Europe have already caused some 700 deaths and the displacement of about half a million people.

Moreover, the spread of a significant number of diseases will be boosted by factors attributable to climate change:

· Vector-borne transmissible diseases, including zoonoses should develop. Indeed, rising temperatures affect the spread of insects and therefore increase the likelihood of an infection. 

· Due to the degradation of air quality and water pollution, allergies, lung diseases and infectious diseases are also expected to become more frequent. 

Thirdly, climate change will also seriously threaten human health through effects such as under-nutrition and food insecurity. Changes will occur in the quality and availability of water resources, and food production is highly dependent on available water resources for irrigation. Europe’s high water stress areas are expected to increase from 19% today to 35% by the 2070s.

Furthermore, environmental change and uncertainty about the future will affect psychosocial health.

Social Impacts and Indirect Consequences

In addition to these direct health effects, experts found that climate change may also have indirect yet substantial consequences on health. Thus, the economic collapse that climate disorder could provoke would gravely impact global health and development. Moreover, extreme climatic events could result in massive population displacements, disrupting the lives of hundreds of millions of people. Conflict might result from resource scarcity and competition, or from migration and clashes between host and migrant groups.

It is important to underline the inequity of climate change: despite their minimal contribution to climate change, poor populations are the most vulnerable, because of their greater exposure and sensitivity to climate change and their reduced adaptive capacity.

Finally, whilst Europe is experiencing a shrink in its population, the rest of the world population is growing. This, in addition to climate change, increases the number of vulnerable individuals and could worsen climate change because of the increase in overall emissions that it implies. 

EU White Paper on “Adapting to Climate Change” – Adaptation To “Deal with the Unavoidable”

To supplement measures aimed at preventing climate change, the European Union has been drafting a White Paper setting up a framework for adaptation strategies. The idea is that although reducing our greenhouse gas emissions remains very important, adaptation actions need to be taken to deal with the unavoidable impacts of climate change.

The proposed strategy, which should complement action by member states, is divided in 3 phases. According to the White Paper, the first phase (from 2009 to 2012) is understood as a preparatory phase, laying the groundwork for actions being implemented in phase 2. It entails the following actions:

· building a solid knowledge base on the impact and consequences of climate change for the EU

· integrating adaptation into EU key policy areas

· employing a combination of policy instruments

· stepping up international cooperation on adaptation

AER Comments

· Early action is necessary

The first effects of climate change are already felt today. The EU is currently ill-prepared to respond to the economic, social, health and environmental impact we will be faced with soon. Yet, the first step described by the White Paper on adaptation entails no concrete actions until 2012, and the following steps are very blurry. Adapting healthcare equipment, training personnel and developing public health education campaigns in order to respond to climate change will be a very long process. In AER’s opinion, while data collection shouldn’t be neglected, the information we dispose of already should allow us to start taking action now.

· The Need For A Holistic Political Response

AER believes that, when formulating an adaptation strategy to climate change, all policy sectors and all levels of governance should be involved. 

There is an enormous work to be done in terms of data collection, capacity building and public information. As risk is highly geo-specific, the regional level is well designed to play this role and should therefore be included in the development of strategies. For instance, health authorities can inform and train their health personnel to respond to emergency situations, social services providers can start organising their social services, and regional authorities can establish contingency plans. 

The AER agrees with the European Commission that priority should be given to measures that are beneficial for both mitigation and adaptation. Health and social considerations should be at the heart of environmental adaptation measures, which should be developed together with stakeholders from the health and social policy field. 

· Developing tools

Investing in technological development is essential to increase our regions’ preparedness for the health and social impacts of climate change. E-health technologies are a good example of how to increase the efficiency and the capacity of regional health structures. To counter the risk of water shortage, regions will need to develop technologies enabling the use of alternative water supplies or recycling waste water. Finally, enhancing tools for international cooperation or alerting the population in case of emergencies should also be part of the political agenda. 

· Uncertainty in predictions is not an excuse for inaction.

Policy responses to the public health and social implications of climate change will need to be formulated in conditions of uncertainty. Although we agree that climate change exists and will occur, there is still no precise estimate of the scale and timing of the effects, as well as their nature, location and intensity. However, this uncertainty in predictions should not be an excuse for inaction. According to the Stern review, the average estimated cost of adaptation is 1 to 2% of the world GDP every year. The cost of inaction, i.e. the effects of climate change could cost 5 to 20% of the world GDP every year. 
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