Soaring Temperatures Will Make It Too Hot to Work, Cost Over $2 Trillion by 2030
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July 18, 2016 – Searing temperatures caused by climate change may cost global economies more than $2 trillion by 2030, restricting working hours in some of the poorest parts of the world, according to United Nations research.
'If you are physically active in work, the hotter it is, the slower you work.'
As many as 43 countries, especially those in Asia, including China, Indonesia, and Malaysia, will experience declines in their economies because of heat stress, says Tord Kjellstrom, a director at the Health and Environment International Trust, based in Nelson, New Zealand.  As a result, by 2030 China’s gross domestic product would be reduced 1% and Indonesia’s by 6%.
Extreme heat in Southeast Asia already curbs annual working hours by 15 to 20%, and that figure could double by 2050 as climate change progresses, according to the paper published in Asia-Pacific Journal of Public Health on Tuesday.
The study was 1 of 6 papers published by the UN university in Kuala Lumpur, detailing the impact of climate change on human health.  From 1980 to 2012, it said about 2.1 million people worldwide died as a direct result of almost 21,000 natural catastrophes such as floods, mudslides, extreme heat, drought, high winds or fires.  The cost of those disasters exceeded $4 trillion, a sum comparable to the current GDP of Germany.
“With heat stress, you cannot keep up the same intensity of work, and we’ll see reduced speed of work and more rest in labor-intensive industries,” Kjellstrom said.  “Rich countries have the financial resources to adapt to climate change.”
In just 14 years' time in India, where some jobs are already shared by 2 people to allow regular breaks from the heat, the bill will be $450 billion a year.  China is predicted to experience similar losses.  Other countries among the worst affected include Indonesia $250 billion, Malaysia $250 billion, and Thailand $150 billion.  The impact could be reduced by making major shift in working hours and changing how new factories are built, to require less power to cool.
Low and middle income countries are more likely to lose productivity from heat, even though they contributed little to the causes of climate change in the form of greenhouse gas pollution, the report said.  Richer countries will largely avoid losses from heat, the study found.  Russia, Norway and Sweden may see productivity dip as a result of colder weather in winter.
Heat stress is more likely to restrict low-paid and low-skill jobs, such as heavy labor, farming, and manufacturing.  That has the potential to increase the gap between rich and poor.  Demand for air conditioning in offices, shopping malls, and homes is likely to soar as temperatures rise, placing a strain on power supplies, according to the paper.  A city the size of Bangkok may require as much as 2 GigaWatts of generation for each increase of 1°C in temperature, the study concluded.
“Beyond 2050, it will make a big difference if we take action now to reduce greenhouse gas emissions globally,” Dr Kjellstrom said.
However, he said some countries appeared to be planning simply to cope with the coming changes, rather than try to prevent them.  “A lot of countries have focussed in the last few years on adaptation, with the impression that we can find methods to adjust to the future changes in climate … and protect people and protect our societies,” he said.
“I think personally that the need for mitigation, which means to reduce climate change, has not been given enough focus….  It’s quite urgent, because the action needs to be taken now, not 40 years from now.”
“We need to think more carefully about patterns of urban development,” said Anthony Capon, a professor at the UN university.  “As it is, high income countries have more capacity to insulate their people from health impacts of climate change.  People in the poorer countries are the most affected.”
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