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Key Messaqges

Exacerbating Health Inequities: While climate change poses health risks to all Georgians,
those who already face disproportionate health challenges are among those most likely to be
harmed.

Heat-Related Illness: 2019 was the warmest year on record for Georgia, surpassing the previous
records set in 2017 and 2016. Scientists project that Georgia will experience more frequent and
intense heatwaves, which will pose a direct threat to health, well-being, and productivity,
particularly for low-income urban residents, outdoor laborers, young children, the elderly,
pregnant women, and those with existing chronic conditions.

Pollen & Air Pollution: Georgia’s pollen seasons are projected to get longer and more intense,
affecting those with seasonal allergies, asthma, and other respiratory diseases. Warming
temperatures threaten to impact air pollution levels in the Atlanta region and elsewhere.

Infectious Disease: Increased temperatures and changing rain patterns likely will alter the spread
of infectious diseases in Georgia.


https://sustainability.emory.edu/climate-change-emory-medical-curriculum/
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Overview

A changing climate will affect the health and well-being of Georgians through more frequent
heat waves, more intense extreme weather events, worsening outdoor air quality, and greater
spread of vector-borne diseases. These exposures pose serious health challenges that can result in
hospitalization and death, as well as chronic stressors that can cumulatively degrade physical and
mental health. The people more likely to be exposed to the impacts of climate change include
those living in rural areas, coastal areas, or urban heat islands, outdoor athletes, and outdoor
workers. Those at greater risk of harm when they are exposed include the elderly, the very
young, pregnant women, those with existing conditions (including heart, kidney, and lung
diseases as well as mental health conditions), many communities of color, and those below the
poverty line [1, 2].

In recent decades, the Southeast has endured longer and more frequent heatwaves. 2019 was the
warmest year on record for Georgia since observations began in 1895. [3] Currently most July
days are above 90 degrees Fahrenheit with high humidity, and summer temperatures are
projected to increase in the future [4]. Multiple days and nights with high heat and humidity can
cause heat-related illnesses. Urban populations experience particularly high temperatures in the
summer due to relatively less green space and large amounts of concrete that absorb and retain
heat within cities [5]. Heat also poses the risks to rural Georgians who work outside and have
reduced access to air conditioning [6, 7]. Periods of hot weather currently reduce the productivity
of the workforce by an estimated 10% and could reduce worker productivity up to 20% by 2050

[8].

Both ozone pollution and pollen create respiratory challenges for Georgians with asthma and
other lung diseases. Hotter summer temperatures create more ozone pollution in urban centers.
Projections suggest that Atlanta will experience unhealthy levels of ozone for 35 days every
summer [9]. This poor air quality increases the risk that children may develop asthma and causes
more illness in those who already have asthma. In addition to ozone challenges, future climate
conditions will also increase the length and severity of the pollen season [10, 11].

Warmer temperatures, changing rain patterns, and flooding can increase the risk of disease
transmission and are also anticipated to create new habitat for mosquito species that carry
diseases including dengue and West Nile virus [2, 12, 13].

Extreme weather events, such as hurricanes, prolonged rain, and floods, affect Georgians across
the state every year. These extreme weather events cause physical injury and also have
significant impacts on mental health [2, 14, 15, 16]. They can also disrupt healthcare delivery
and make it harder for patients and health care workers to access hospitals in an emergency.
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Georgia’s clinicians, hospitals, clinics, and public health agencies face numerous challenges as
they work to manage the health of Georgians under current and future climate change scenarios.
These challenges are amplified by the diverse needs of urban and rural populations across the
state. To safeguard health, action is needed to address existing health inequities and enhance
resilience in the health sector and in communities.
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Resources

Fourth National Climate Assessment Chapter on Human Health and Chapter on the Southeastern
Region
The 2018 Fourth National Climate Assessment from the 13-agency U.S. Global Change
Research Program represents the findings of more than 300 U.S. government and non-
governmental scientists and was published following an extensive review process that
included public comments as well as an expert review by the National Academies of
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine.

CDC Climate and Health Resources
Detailed information from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) on the
impacts of climate change on a wide range of health effects, including air pollution,
allergens, temperature extremes, and vector-borne disease.

CDC Heat & Health Tracker
An interactive tool from the CDC that allows users to understand heat risk by zip code
and county.

A Physician’s Guide to Climate Change, Health, and Equity
This guide from the Public Health Institute’s Center for Climate Change & Health
provides resources for physicians on the health impacts of climate change as well as how
to integrate climate change into patient care and professional engagement.

Climate Change Impacts on Mental Health
2-page summary from the American Public Health Association on the linkages between
climate change and mental health.

Southeast Climate and Health Fact Sheet
2-page summary from the American Public Health Association of climate change impacts
on human health.



https://nca2018.globalchange.gov/chapter/14/
https://nca2018.globalchange.gov/chapter/14/
https://nca2018.globalchange.gov/chapter/14/
https://www.cdc.gov/climateandhealth/effects/default.htm
https://ephtracking.cdc.gov/Applications/heatTracker/
https://climatehealthconnect.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/FullGuideTEMP.pdf
https://www.apha.org/-/media/files/pdf/topics/climate/climate_changes_mental_health.ashx?la=en&hash=AFF50C8C183A2846372355AB2B438A1157E1B3AE
https://www.apha.org/-/media/files/pdf/topics/climate/cc_factsheet_southeast.ashx?la=en&hash=38AA6AA668780F9BB23C46F8234A22017732DC5B%20-

Georgia Climate Project

Acknowledgments

Thanks to Claudia Brown (CDC) for her review of this content and to Pam Knox (UGA) for her
help with historical Georgia weather data.

References

1. Gutierrez, K., and C. LePrevost, 2016: Climate justice in rural southeastern United
States: A review of climate change impacts and effects on human health. International
Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 13 (2), 189.
doi:10.3390/ijerph13020189

2. USGCRP, 2018: Impacts, Risks, and Adaptation in teh United States: Fourth National
Climate Assessment, Volume Il [Reidmiller, D.R., C.W. Avery, D.R. Easterling, K.E.
Kunkel, K.L.M. Lewis, T.K. Maycock, and B.C Stewart (eds.)]. U.S. Global Change
Research Program, Washington, DC, USA, 1515 pp. doi:10.7930/NCA4.2018

3. NOAA, 2020: National Temperature and Precipitation
Maps: https://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/temp-and-precip/us-
maps/12/201912?products[]=statewidetavgrank#us-maps-select. Accessed October 27,
2020.

4. Diem, J. E., C. E. Stauber, and R. Rothenberg, 2017: Heat in the southeastern United
States: Characteristics, trends, and potential health impact. PLOS ONE, 12 (5),
e0177937. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0177937.

5. Curriero FC, Heiner KS, Samet JM, Zeger SL, Strug L, Patz JA. Temperature and
mortality in 11 cities of the eastern United States. American Journal of Epidemiology.
2002; 155(1):80+87. PMID: 11772788

6. Lehnert, E. A., Wilt, G., Flanagan, B., & Hallisey, E. (2020). Spatial exploration of the
CDC’s Social Vulnerability Index and heat-related health outcomes in Georgia.
International Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction, 46, 101517.

7. Sarofim, M. C., S. Saha, M. D. Hawkins, D. M. Mills, J. Hess, R. Horton, P. Kinney, J.
Schwartz, and A. St. Juliana, 2016: Ch. 2: Temperature-related death and illness. The
Impacts of Climate Change on Human Health in the United States: A Scientific
Assessment., U.S. Global Change Research Program, Washington, DC, 43-68.
doi:10.7930/JOMG7MDX.



https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph13020189
https://www.georgiaclimateproject.org/portal/health/10.7930/NCA4.2018
https://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/temp-and-precip/us-maps/12/201912?products%5b%5d=statewidetavgrank#us-maps-select
https://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/temp-and-precip/us-maps/12/201912?products%5b%5d=statewidetavgrank#us-maps-select
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0177937
https://doi.org/10.7930/J0MG7MDX

Georgia Climate Project

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

Dunne, J. P., R. J. Stouffer, and J. G. John, 2013: Reductions in labour capacity from heat
stress under climate warming. Nature Climate Change, 3, 563-
566. doi:10.1038/nclimate1827

Bell ML, Goldberg R, Hogrefe C, Kinney PL, Knowlton K, Lynn B, et al. Climate
change, ambient ozone, and health in 50 US cities. Climatic Change. 2007;
82(1+2):61+76.

EPA, 2017 — Chapter 4 Aeroallergens: Multi-model Framework for Quantitative Sectoral
Impacts Analysis: A Technical Report for the Fourth National Climate Assessment. EPA
430-R-17-001. U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), Washington, DC, 271.

Ziska, L. H., D. E. Gebhard, D. A. Frenz, S. Faulkner, B. D. Singer, and J. G. Straka,
2003: Cities as harbingers of climate change: Common ragweed, urbanization, and public
health. Journal of Allergy and Clinical Immunology, 111 (2), 290-295.
d0i:10.1067/mai.2003.53

Butterworth, M. K., C. W. Morin, and A. C. Comrie, 2017: An analysis of the potential
impact of climate change on dengue transmission in the southeastern United States.
Environmental Health Perspectives, 125, 579-585. doi:10.1289/EHP218

Belova, A., D. Mills, R. Hall, A. S. Juliana, A. Crimmins, C. Barker, and R. Jones, 2017:
Impacts of increasing temperature on the future incidence of West Nile neuroinvasive
disease in the United States. American Journal of Climate Change, 6 (1), 75278.
doi:10.4236/ajcc.2017.61010

Kim, E.J., 2016. The impacts of climate change on human health in the United States: A
scientific assessment, by us global change research program. Journal of the American
Planning Association, 82(4), pp.418-419.

World Health Organization, 2013. Mental health action plan 2013-2020.

American Psychological Association, 2017. Mental Health and Our Changing Climate:
Impacts, Implications, and Guidance.


http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nclimate1827
https://doi.org/10.1067/mai.2003.53
https://doi.org/10.1289/EHP218
https://doi.org/10.4236/ajcc.2017.61010

