
Effect of Climate Change on Human Health 

Climate change, together with other natural and human-made health stressors, influences 

human health and disease in numerous ways. Some existing health threats will intensify and 

new health threats will emerge. Not everyone is equally at risk. Important considerations 

include age, economic resources, and location. 

Public health can be affected by disruptions of physical, biological, and ecological systems, 

including disturbances originating here and elsewhere. The health effects of these 

disruptions include increased respiratory and cardiovascular disease, injuries and premature 

deaths related to extreme weather events, changes in the prevalence and geographical 

distribution of food- and water-borne illnesses and other infectious diseases, and threats to 

mental health. 

 

In India, the July of 2019 was the hottest ever recorded, the summer monsoon saw 74% 
more extreme rainfall events, forest fires were 113% more numerous year-on-year and 
seven cyclones hit the country. 

Because of extreme weather events, India was ranked the fifth-most vulnerable to the 
effects of climate change among 181 countries. India’s overall ranking on the Global Climate 
Risk Index 2020 slipped nine points from 14th in 2017 to the fifth in 2018. 

India would lose Rs 2.7 lakh crore or 0.36% per unit of its gross domestic product due to 
climate change, a report published by the Bonn-based think-tank Germanwatch said. India’s 
economic losses are the second highest in the world. 



By 2040, 25 million Indians would be at risk of severe floods, a six-fold increase from 3.7 
million facing this risk between 1971 and 2004. As carbon emissions increase, parts of 
India’s major cities including Mumbai, Surat, Chennai and Kolkata would be underwater or 
ravaged by recurring floods by 2050. 

Exposure to extreme heat can lead to heat stroke and dehydration, as well as 
cardiovascular, respiratory, and cerebrovascular disease. Excessive heat is more likely to 
affect populations in northern latitudes where people are less prepared to cope with 
excessive temperatures. Certain types of populations are more vulnerable than others: for 
example, outdoor workers, student athletes, and homeless people tend to be more exposed 
to extreme heat because they spend more time outdoors. Low-income households and 
older adults may lack access to air conditioning, which also increases exposure to extreme 
heat. Additionally, young children, pregnant women, older adults, and people with certain 
medical conditions are less able to regulate their body temperature and can therefore be 
more vulnerable to extreme heat. 

Air Quality Impacts 
Changes in the climate affect the air we breathe both indoors and outdoors. Warmer 
temperatures and shifting weather patterns can worsen air quality, which can lead to 
asthma attacks and other respiratory and cardiovascular health effects. Wildfires, which are 
expected to continue to increase in number and severity as the climate changes, create 
smoke and other unhealthy air pollutants. Rising carbon dioxide levels and warmer 
temperatures also affect airborne allergens, such as ragweed pollen. 
 

Increases in Ozone 
Scientists project that warmer temperatures from climate change will increase the 
frequency of days with unhealthy levels of ground-level ozone, a harmful air pollutant, and a 
component in smog.  

 People exposed to higher levels of ground-level ozone are at greater risk of dying 
prematurely or being admitted to the hospital for respiratory problems.  

 Ground-level ozone can damage lung tissue, reduce lung function, and inflame airways. 
This can aggravate asthma or other lung diseases. Children, older adults, outdoor 
workers, and those with asthma and other chronic lung diseases are particularly at risk.  

 Because warm, stagnant air tends to increase the formation of ozone, climate change is 
likely to increase levels of ground-level ozone in already-polluted areas and increase 
the number of days with poor air quality 

 The higher concentrations of ozone due to climate change may result in tens to 
thousands of additional ozone-related illnesses and premature deaths per year by 
2030. 

Changes in Allergens and Asthma Triggers 
Climate change may affect allergies and respiratory health. The spring pollen season is 
already occurring earlier that usual for certain types of plants, and the length of the 
season has increased for some plants with highly allergenic pollen such as ragweed. In 
addition to lengthening the ragweed pollen season, rising carbon dioxide concentrations 



and temperatures may also lead to earlier flowering, more flowers, and increased pollen 
levels in ragweed. 
 

Water-Related Illnesses 

People can become ill if exposed to contaminated drinking or recreational water. Climate 
change increases the risk of illness through increasing temperature, more frequent heavy 
rains and runoff, and the effects of storms. Health impacts may include gastrointestinal 
illness like diarrhea, effects on the body’s nervous and respiratory systems, or liver and 
kidney damage.  

 Climate impacts can affect exposure to waterborne pathogens (bacteria, viruses, and 
parasites such as Cryptosporidium and Giardia); toxins produced by harmful algal and 
cyanobacterial blooms in the water; and chemicals that end up in water from human 
activities.  

 Changing water temperatures mean that waterborne Vibrio bacteria and harmful algal 
toxins will be present in the water or in seafood at different times of the year, or in 
places where they were not previously threats.  

 Runoff and flooding resulting from increases in extreme precipitation, hurricane 
rainfall, and storm surge will increasingly contaminate water bodies used for recreation 
(such as lakes and beaches), shellfish harvesting waters, and sources of drinking water.  

 Extreme weather events and storm surges can damage or exceed the capacity of water 
infrastructure (such as drinking water or wastewater treatment plants), increasing the 
risk that people will be exposed to contaminants.  

Water resource, public health, and environmental agencies provide many public health 
safeguards to reduce risk of exposure and illness even if water becomes contaminated. 
These include water quality monitoring, drinking water treatment standards and practices, 
beach closures, and issuing advisories for boiling drinking water and harvesting shellfish. 
 

Other Health Impacts 
Other linkages exist between climate change and human health. For example, changes in 
temperature and precipitation, as well as droughts and floods, will affect agricultural yields 
and production. In some regions of the world, these impacts may compromise food security 
and threaten human health through malnutrition, the spread of infectious diseases, and 
food poisoning. The worst of these effects are projected to occur in developing countries, 
among vulnerable populations.  
Although the impacts of climate change have the potential to affect human health, there is a 
lot we can do to prepare for and adapt to these changes, such as establishing early warning 
systems for heat waves and other extreme events, taking steps to reduce vulnerabilities 
among populations of concern, raising awareness among healthcare professionals, and 
ensuring that infrastructure is built to accommodate anticipated future changes in climate. 
Understanding the threats that climate change poses to human health is the first step in 
working together to lower risks and be prepared. 
 


