Climate Becoming a Health Priority
by David Berman
August 26, 2013 - After years on the back burner, climate change is finding its way to the forefront of the public health agenda, including here in Ohio, where advocates say the health effects of global warming can no longer be ignored.  Climate change has been linked to a broad range of health problems, including allergies, asthma and other respiratory diseases, according to a 2010 report by the National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences on the human health effects of climate change.
“There have been suggestions that climate change could very well be the public health issue of the century,” said Rosemary Chaudry, member and past president of the Ohio Public Health Association.  “We’re really trying to step up and make people aware, to inform, educate and empower the public.”
Kim Knowlton, a senior scientist with the Natural Resources Defense Council’s health and environment program in New York City, said the issue has reached a boiling point in public health and health care circles nationwide, and more people are starting to come to the table to discuss what can be done to address it.  “Yes, we’ve been aware of (the health effects of climate change) for years, and yes, the tide is turning,” Knowlton said.
Chaudry acknowledged it can be difficult for people outside the scientific and public health communities to grasp the immediate and local threat of a matter as vast as climate change.  “It can be overwhelming when you think of it in far-reaching, remote and scientific impacts, but when you start to think of it close to home, in your own family and in your own community, it helps to understand why it’s important,” she said.
Knowlton said extreme heat — like that experienced in 2012, the warmest year on record in the lower 48 states — “takes climate change and brings it into your backyard.”  “Heat waves are not just inconveniences,” Knowlton said.  “They are killing people, and they are being fueled by climate change.”
Ohio, it turns out, is a fairly representative region when it comes to climate change, much like the state’s bellwether tendencies in presidential elections, Chaudry said.  “Ohio is a great picture of the broad impact of climate change,” she said.  “We not only worry about flooding, we worry about drought.  We have rural area and big cities, and we know climate change hits big cities.  Heat events are really bad in big cities, because they trap heat.”
If current pollution trends continue, the Union of Concerned Scientists estimates that, by the end of the century, Cincinnati would experience nearly 3 months of temperatures in the 90s, and almost one month of temperatures exceeding 100°F.
The effect of climate change on water quality also can hinder Ohioans’ ability to safely enjoy activities such as fishing and swimming, in Lake Erie and the state’s many rivers and streams, Chaudry said.
Flooding, which can be spurred by climate change, is an increasingly common threat to Ohioans, Chaudry said.  “Throughout human history, we’ve had floods,” she said.  “Just now, we’re seeing these patterns of more severe floods, sometimes in areas where we didn’t always have them.”
The potential risks associated with flooding are legion: drowning, electrocution, waterborne diseases, water contamination, the proliferation of mosquitoes, and psychological trauma.  “We want to be prepared to deal with those floods, but we also need to start thinking about what we can do to reduce the potential for them to occur,” Chaudry said.
Changes to the climate also could wreak havoc on Ohio’s allergy sufferers, said Dr. Dana Esham, an allergist and immunologist for Adena Health System in Chillicothe.  “Allergy-wise, as we have warmer seasons — earlier springs and later falls — the growing seasons will become longer and prolong the allergy seasons,” Esham said.  Extended allergy seasons will not only drive up health care costs, they will also cause people to miss days of work and school, she said.  The high winds associated with some weather events can carry different types of pollen hundreds of miles and deposit them in regions where they would seldom be found otherwise, she said.
Knowlton and Chaudry have no trouble waving their warning flags, but they also see glimmers of hope and reasons to be optimistic.  “People should not feel like there’s no recourse,” Knowlton said.  Chaudry pointed to a recent bipartisan panel in Columbus featuring environmental advocates, political officials, and members of the religious community.
“I think we’re beginning to see people realizing the importance of climate change and the need for us to work together because, certainly, it’s bigger than any one entity can address on its own,” she said.  “It’s going to take partnerships and collaboration.”  “We stand at a very positive juncture, but we need to be proactive,” Knowlton said.
Only about 1/3 of U.S. states have a climate change preparedness plan, Knowlton said.  Ohio is not among them, but the Ohio Public Health Association is considering leading an effort to create one that would outline the public health response to events such as heat waves and floods.  “I’m excited it’s on the table,” said Lois Hill, executive director of the OPHA.
Hill said the OPHA might even reach out to its contemporaries in neighboring Great Lakes states to create a regional plan, which would include not only an action plan for response but also prevention steps.  “Preparedness plans can help provide early warnings, put systems such as cooling centers in place, reach out to those who are most vulnerable, and put resources in the hands of the local and state health departments that are on the front lines,” Knowlton said.
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