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Weather, climate and health 
David Bromley 

E xtreme weather conditions and 
changes in climate have the 
potential to damage health, 

though their full impact is only now 
becoming known. Studies show, for 
instance, that marked changes in the 
incidence of diseases take place in 
parallel with the weather conditions 
of the El Nifio cycle. And as the 
global climate warms up due to 
greenhouse gas emissions, there are 
likely to be rises in death and illness 
from both infectious and noninfec
tious diseases. 

Recent years have seen growing 
interest in the effects of El Nifio and 
other extreme weather events on 
human health. "El Nifio", a term for 
the Christchild in Spanish-speaking 
Latin America, is used to describe an 
anomaly in the flow of ocean waters 
along the west coast of South 
America, which can occur around 
Christmas time. It happens when the 
cold water of the coastal current is 
replaced by the eastward flow of 
warm water from the equatorial 
Pacific. El Nifio events occur every 
three to five years. 

El Nifio has local effects, like a 
decline in fisheries, but is also asso
ciated with changes in distant re
gions. Droughts in south-east Asia, 
Australia and parts of Africa, and 
heavy rainfall and flooding in arid 
areas of South America have been 
observed during El Nifio years, 
while the Indian summer monsoon 
sometimes weakens and winters in 
western Canada and parts of the 
northern USA become milder. 
Disasters triggered by drought are 
twice as frequent worldwide during 
El Nifio years. 

Extreme weather disturbances 
affect human health mainly through 
natural disasters. However, they 
also have a big impact through 
outbreaks of infectious diseases. As 
temperature and humidity change, 
the incidence of insect-borne dis
eases such as malaria and Rift Valley 
fever, and epidemic diarrhoeal 

In certain parts of the globe, such climate factors as prolonged drought have a direct bearing on 
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diseases such as cholera and dysen
tery starts to change. 

Diseases brought about by El 
Nifio and other major weather events 
cause a great deal of suffering and 
death, but their period of impact is 
usually limited. However, world
wide climate change caused by 
global warming could lead to un
precedented effects on human health 
resulting from complex ecological 
mechanisms that affect fresh water 
supplies, food resources and the risk 
of infectious diseases. Studies 
indicate that a relatively modest rise 
in global temperature of 1-2°C 
would enable mosquitos to extend 
their range to new areas, spreading 
malaria and other infectious diseases 
to new populations. 

Some 2.4 billion people are 
currently at risk of malaria. That 
number could go up by 45-60% by 
the year 2050 if current climate 
predictions are correct. The esti
mated number of annual deaths from 
malaria would rise from the present 
2-3 million to 3.5-5 million. There 
are already signs that malaria is on 
the increase in highland regions 
where it was not found before, 
though how far global warming or 
other ecological factors are to blame 
is not yet clear. 

Dengue, another disease that is 
spread by mosquitos, currently 
threatens about 1.8 billion people. 
An estimated 50 million people are 
infected each year, with about 
25 OOO deaths. A rise in temperature 
of 1-2°C could mean that several 

hundred million more people will be 
put at risk of dengue, with 
20 000-30 OOO more dengue deaths 
a year by 2050. 

A large amount of the current 
greenhouse gas emissions originates 
from the burning of fossil fuels and 
causes considerable air pollution -
both indoors and outdoors. A recent 
study predicted that by 2020, if 
current trends in greenhouse gas 
emission continue, there will be 
700 OOO avoidable deaths a year 
because of exposure to additional air 
pollution. The health effects of 
atmospheric particulate matter 
produced by the burning of fossil 
fuels include heart disease and 
respiratory illness. Researchers 
calculate that up to 8 million deaths 
related to atmospheric particulate 
matter could be saved in the first 20 
years of the next century if carbon 
emissions are cut significantly. 

WHO is a member of the "cli
mate agenda", a United Nations 
interagency programme which 
integrates all major international 
climate-related activities. WHO has 
a major role to play in linking the 
monitoring of health impacts with 
the monitoring of climate, and in 
assisting Member States to use 
prediction and forecasting models to 
reduce the human impact of climate 
change and climate variability. • 
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