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Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you to this regional seminar on the health 

impact of climate change, organized by the WHO Regional Office for the Eastern 

Mediterranean. This seminar is both important and timely, being held ahead of the 55th 

Session of the Regional Committee for the Eastern Mediterranean in which climate 

change and health will be discussed.  

The scientific evidence furnished by the Fourth Assessment Report of the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) establishes that climate change is 

unequivocal, is caused by anthropogenic activities and is happening NOW. Climate 

change is causing air and ocean temperatures to rise and snow and ice caps to melt. These 

changes manifest themselves in extreme weather conditions, such as heatwaves and cold 

spells, unusual rain patterns resulting in floods and droughts, and rise in sea levels. 

WHO has recognized the importance of climate change and its potential impact on 

health security for many years. Indeed, the impact that climate change will have, and is 

already having, on the environment will adversely and profoundly affect some of the 

most fundamental determinants of health: water, air and food, and will have direct effect 

on major killer diseases, such as water-borne diseases, vector-borne diseases and 
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malnutrition. Climate change is projected to decrease the availability of fresh water with 

consequences for public health protection and food production. Rising temperatures will 

change the distribution of major disease vectors. Rise in sea levels will cause damage to 

human habitats and displacement of large populations, with potential for conflicts over 

resources. More direct exposure to heatwaves and other extreme weather conditions will 

have direct impact on health, placing people at greater risk of disease and death.  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The IPCC report indicates that countries of the Eastern Mediterranean Region will be 

among the worst affected. Climate change has already presented itself in the form of 

decreasing rainfall and changing storm patterns; increased ambient temperatures; shifting 

plant growth zones; change in the seasons; reduction in availability and quality of fresh 

water; increase in flooding of coastal areas due to rise in sea levels; increased frequency 

of dust storms and increased air pollution. Climate change is expected to cause an 

additional temperature rise of 1–2 degrees Celsius by 2050 across the Region, and 

reduction in rainfall, except in the southern part of the Arabian peninsula where a light 

increase in rainfall is expected.  

The public health consequences of such events include extreme weather-related 

mortality, affecting the most vulnerable groups: the elderly, the chronically sick and the 

poor. We can expect an increase in water-borne and food-borne diseases, and in acute 

respiratory infections and allergies due to dust storms. We can also expect an increase in 

the geographic range and incidence of vector-borne diseases, such as malaria, 

leishmaniasis and schistosomiasis, and the emergence of diseases that we have not seen 

much before in the Region, such as dengue fever. Forced migration and malnutrition are 

also likely to result, with health consequences of their own.  

Thus, climate change will adversely affect our food, the air we breathe, and our water 

supplies. In the countries of the Eastern Mediterranean Region, which are already 

characterized by water shortage, the impact on fresh water availability will be most felt. 

Public water supplies in urban and rural areas may run short and household water 

insecurity may be experienced, leading to increased prevalence of water-borne disease 

and directly threatening the health of children and the elderly in particular. Decrease in 
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fresh water availability will reduce agricultural productivity while increased use of 

wastewater for food production will have direct health impact associated with 

malnutrition and hygiene issues.  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Climate change poses a serious threat to human health security and the health sector 

has responsibility for action, in partnership with other sectors, to protect health from 

climate change. Public health action includes preventative action aimed at moderating the 

impact of climate change on the key determinants of health: water, air and food. Public 

health action includes measures, by the health systems, to assess and manage the 

additional burden of disease that will be brought about. Last but not least, countries need 

to invest in health education to ensure individuals and communities contribute to building 

a safer future for all.  

This important seminar is aimed at developing a framework for health sector action 

to protect public health from climate change and integrating preventative adaptation 

measures. It is a timely step in the right direction. I wish you fruitful deliberations and 

look forward to your recommendations on mitigating the impact of climate change on 

human health. 


