
Climate Change and 
Health 

Kathryn Bowen 

Deputy Director – Knowledge Translation, Melbourne 
Climate Futures 

Professor of Environment, Climate & Global Health –

Melbourne School of Population and Global Health 

University of Melbourne



My background

Public health, and…

The world outside academia 

• IPCC AR6, Ch. 7 (Health, Wellbeing and the Changing 
Structure of Communities)

• Other international reports – e.g. UNEP Adaptation 
Gaps, Emissions Gaps, UNEP GEO6, Lancet 
Countdown on Climate Change and Health

• ADB, GIZ, WHO, DFAT, GCF, UNDP, GEF, local 
government, DAAD…
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Impacts and 
current evidence: 
Climate Change 
and Health

Photo: Gil Moti / Still Pictures



Activity – what does climate resilience mean to 
you?
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Image 1: Hamish John Appleby/Climate Visuals

Image 2: Sudip Maiti/Climate Visuals

Image 2: Satyam Joshi/Climate Visuals

https://www.flickr.com/photos/iwmi/11834679623/in/gallery-187605031@N07-72157719092387128/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/gallery/2021/sep/30/enduring-and-surviving-the-climate-crisis-in-pictures
https://climatevisuals.org/opencall/countdown_themes/


“The scientific evidence is unequivocal: 
climate change is a threat to human well-
being and the health of the planet. 

Any further delay in concerted global action 
will miss the brief, rapidly closing window to 
secure a liveable future.

Climate change: global health impacts



Key transformations are 
needed to facilitate 

climate resilient 
development pathways 

for health, wellbeing (HC)
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Transformational 
changes will be more 
effective if they are 

responsive to regional, 
local, and Indigenous 

Knowledge, and consider 
the many dimensions of 
vulnerability, including 
those that are gender- 
and age-specific (HC)

Human health – AR6 highlights

Climate-related illnesses, 
premature deaths, 

malnutrition, and threats 
to mental health and 

well-being are increasing 
(VHC)

With proactive, timely, 
and effective adaptation, 

many risks for human 
health and wellbeing 
could be reduced and 

some potentially avoided 
(VHC)



IPCC AR6: Impacts on human systems



All countries are at risk – some more than others



Simultaneous extreme events compound risks

Multiple extreme events 
that compound the risks 
are more difficult to 
manage
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Challenge 1: Heat-related health impacts

Source: Ebi et al (2021). https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(21)01208-3

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(21)01208-3
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Heat-related physiological impacts

Source: Romanello et al (2023). https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(23)01859-7  

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(23)01859-7


What is the right answer here?

How many hours of labour were lost in 2022 due to extreme heat?

1. 5 million

2. 95 million

3. 350 million

4. 490 billion

Heat exposure led to the loss of 490 billion potential labour hours in 
2022, a nearly 42% increase from 1991 to 2000
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Heat-related mental health impacts

Source: Crandon et al (2022). https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-022-01477-6  

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-022-01477-6
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Urbanisation and heat health risks

Source: Tong et al (2021). https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.n2467 

https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.n2467
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Challenge 2: 
Air Pollution



What do you think?

What proportion of the global population breathes air that exceeds WHO guideline limits?

1. 45%

2. 23%

3. 99%

4. 79%

WHO data show that almost all of the global population (99%) 
breathes air that exceeds WHO guideline limits and contains high 
levels of pollutants, with low- and middle-income countries 
suffering from the highest exposures. 
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https://www.who.int/publications-detail-redirect/9789240034228
https://www.who.int/publications-detail-redirect/9789240034228
https://www.who.int/teams/environment-climate-change-and-health/air-quality-and-health/health-impacts/types-of-pollutants


What do you think? 

How many preventable deaths occur each year due to air pollution?

1. 7 million 

2. 875,000

3. 1.2 million

4. 9 million

An estimated 7 million preventable deaths each year are linked to 
air pollution, with the majority in South East Asia and the Western 
Pacific regions. 
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Air pollution - energy
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Key takeaways
Health impacts of climate change are being felt 
globally

Climate change will exacerbate current & underlying 
burden of disease

Populations will be exposed differently depending on 
regions

Without adaptation & mitigation climate change could 
result in a dramatically increased health burden in 
many countries and regions, with significant impacts 
on health systems and facilities
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Opportunities 
and Solutions



• Progress on strengthening responses to health 
impacts of climate change is variable across 
the world

• Increasing attention to health in global climate 
mechanisms (UNFCCC, COP)

• WHO is taking a role in guiding LDC member 
countries to develop health adaptation plans 
and health-specific climate assessments

• Many bilateral donors (e.g. US, Australia, 
Japan, Korea, Germany) and multilateral 
agencies are also taking interest (ADB, World 
Bank)

• Funders (e.g. DFAT) – now including climate 
change in their health designs

Who is doing what?



Awareness and priority increasing 



What do you think?

What proportion of countries include health priorities in their NDCs?

1. 75%

2. 90%

3. 35%

4. 72%

Over 90% of countries include health priorities in their NDCs
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What do you think?

How much multilateral climate funding is explicitly directed to human health projects?

1. 25%

2. 0.5%

3. 27%

4. 9%

Only 0.5% of multilateral climate funding is allocated to projects 
that explicitly address human health
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https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC10266659/


Awareness and priority increasing 





Opportunity 1: Climate Resilient 
Development

The solutions framework:

• Involves marginalised groups

• Prioritises equity and justice

• Reconciles different interests, values and world views

• Requires scaled-up investment and international cooperation

[Mika Baumeister / Unsplash; Aulia Erlangga/CIFOR CC BY-NC-ND 2.0]
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WHO Operational framework

Source World Health Organization (WHO). (2023). Operational framework for building climate resilient and low carbon health systems. https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/373837/9789240081888-
eng.pdf?sequence=1 

https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/373837/9789240081888-eng.pdf?sequence=1
https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/373837/9789240081888-eng.pdf?sequence=1


Other mechanisms: Health Component of a 
National Adaptation Plan
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Opportunity 2: Integrated ‘win-win’ solutions
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Source Whitmee et al (2023). https://doi.org/10.1016/ S0140-6736(23)02466-2 



Why consider co-benefits?
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Source: MCF (2021).



To finish:

Practical

• Be strategic to access climate change funding to address current underlying 
health burdens – ‘nothing new’/’win-win’ arguments

• Advocacy – bilaterals, multilaterals

• Consider health co-benefits of action in your policy area (e.g. transport, 
infrastructure, finance)

Research/policy

• Understand decision-making dynamics and leverage entry points

• Interrogate funding dynamics – stakes are high

• Synergies across international agreements



Thank you

Kathryn.bowen@unimelb.edu.au

W: unimelb.edu.au/climate/collaboration/climate-catch-lab

E:  Climate-catchlab@unimelb.edu.au 

For more information

mailto:Climate-catchlab@unimelb.edu.au
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