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Amongst the long list of challenges impacting the daily 
lives of people living in Africa, and elsewhere, four, in 
WHY[PJ\SHY�Z[HUK�V\[!�PULX\P[PLZ��JVUÅPJ[Z��WHUKLTPJZ�HUK�
JSPTH[L�JOHUNL�¶�HSS�VM�^OPJO�OH]L� ZPNUPÄJHU[� PTWHJ[Z�
on population health. Inevitably it is often low income 
or otherwise marginalized populations who are among 
those most vulnerable to these challenges, but ultimately, 
we are all affected. As we are frequently reminded – 
there is no planet B1 – which means that we need to do 
L]LY`[OPUN�WVZZPISL�[V�HKKYLZZ�[OLZL�JOHSSLUNLZ�HUK�ÄUK�
ways of making it possible for everyone on planet Earth 
to live long and healthy lives and for everyone to have the 
social and economic conditions to reach their potential. 

It may be argued that the four challenges listed above 
are interrelated and feed off each other, with climate 
change shown to exacerbate the other three challenges; 
thus, in this essay, we will focus on climate change and 
its impact on health in Africa. All evidence shows that, 
over the next two to three decades, climate change will 
intensify existing health challenges that many people 
living on the African continent experience and further 
strain the already over-burdened health systems. 

The unresolved question is not whether this 
will occur, it is instead what degree of impact will 
climate change have on health and how can this be 
mitigated? All estimates show that the earth is heating 
\W�H[� H� ZPNUPÄJHU[S`� HJJLSLYH[LK� YH[L��(JJVYKPUN� [V� [OL�
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)2, 
greenhouse gases have already caused at least 1.1°C 
in warming and that there are already adverse impacts 
on food and water security, human health and on the 
economies of various countries and that vulnerable 
communities which have contributed least to global 
warming are disproportionately affected. The IPCC notes 
that the world must do everything possible to ensure 
that global warming does not exceed 1.5 °Celsius above 
pre-industrial levels; exceeding 1.5°C could have long-
lasting and even irreversible consequences.

Climate change affect all aspects of planetary 
health, affecting the environment, humans and animals. 
The environmental impact includes rising sea levels, 
changes in the extremes of extreme weather events 
�L�N��� OLH[^H]LZ�� KYV\NO[Z�� Z[VYTZ�� ÅVVKZ�� ^PSKÄYLZ���
and the compounding of these weather events.  As the 
globe heats up, there are impacts on both animal and 
human health3. Climate change has exposed humans 
to food and water insecurity, has resulted in the loss of 
livelihoods and culture, has driven displacement, and 
have increased human mortality and morbidity. Apart 
from human health being negatively impacted, climate 
change also impacts the economy4,5. Furthermore, 
climate change has led to the loss and damage of 

ecosystems and extreme weather events, such as extreme 
heat, have led to species losses and mass mortality events 
in animals. Principal contributors to global warming are 
the emissions of greenhouse gases, which include carbon 
dioxide and methane emissions. According to the World 
Population Review in 2020, the country emitting the 
highest levels of carbon dioxide emissions was China, 
followed by the USA, India, Russia and Japan 6. In 
contrast, African countries account for less than 4% of 
greenhouse gas emissions.7 

Although Africa’s carbon footprint will likely increase 
in the coming years as African countries develop 
economically, there is a familiar unfairness with people 
living in Africa being amongst those bearing some of the 
greatest brunt of climate change. The ten countries most 
vulnerable to the adverse impacts of climate change, 
according to the International Rescue Committee, are all 
low-income or lower-middle-income countries: Somalia; 
Syria; the Democratic Republic of Congo; Afghanistan; 
Yemen; Chad; South Sudan; Central African Republic; 
Nigeria; and Ethiopia8. Seven of the 10 countries are in 
Africa, this is of great concern and requires urgent global 
action.

Current status of health in Africa
)LMVYL� ^L� YL]PL^� [OL� ZWLJPÄJ� PTWHJ[� VM� JSPTH[L�

change on health in Africa, it will be useful to understand 
the current health status of the continent. Unfortunately, 
even before the COVID-19 pandemic, which undoubtedly 
negatively impacted African countries9, the historically 
weak health and economic systems have contributed to 
poor health outcomes. 

The World Health Organization estimates that of the 
295 000 maternal deaths in 2017 globally, 196 000 or 
66.4% were in sub-Saharan Africa10. The worst performing 
countries in the region per 100 000 live births are: 
South Sudan (1 150); Chad (1140); Sierra Leone (1120); 
Nigeria (917); and Central African Republic and Somalia 
(829)11. Pregnant women in the region fare very poorly 
when compared to their European and North American 
counterparts. A women’s lifetime risk of maternal death is 

Flooding in Uganda (Courtesy of Ronald Musoke)
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1:37 in our region but 1: 4800 in countries in the north12. 
Similarly, 43% of all neonatal deaths globally were 

in the region with the countries with the worst neonatal 
mortality rates per 1000 live births being: South Sudan 
(40.2); Central African Republic (38.8); Somalia (36.8); 
Nigeria (25.5); Chad (32.8); and Sierra Leone (31.4)13. 
With a poor start in life, it is therefore not surprising that 
SPML� L_WLJ[HUJ`� PU� Z\I�:HOHYHU� (MYPJH� PZ� ZPNUPÄJHU[S`�
lower in the region (59.7 years) compared to 77.2 years 
in Europe and North America12. 

That the majority of countries with the poorest health 
outcomes in the region (South Sudan, Chad, Nigeria, 
Central African Republic, Somalia) are also the countries 
most vulnerable to the impacts of climate change should 
be a concern to everyone. This implies that the people 
living in these countries can only expect worsening 
health outcomes over the next few decades and therefore 
should be the countries that receive the most help to 
mitigate the impact of climate change. 

Human health impacts of climate change
;OL� ÄN\YL� ILSV^� PSS\Z[YH[LZ� [OL� YHUNL� VM� � OLHS[O�

conditions that could be affected by climate change 
and include the health impacts resulting from (i) severe 
weather, (ii) air pollution, (iii) changes in vector ecology, 
(iv) increasing allergens, (v) water quality impacts, (vi) 
water and food supply impacts, (vii) environmental 
degradation, and (viii) extreme heat14. Similarly, Haines 
and Ebi illustrate how a range of exposure pathways 
impact health15, outlining seven exposure pathways 
resulting in poor health outcomes (i) extreme weather 
events, (ii) heat stress, (iii) air quality, (iv) water quality 
and quantity, (v) food supply and safety, (vi) vector 
distribution and ecology, and (v) social factors. 

In the IPCC Sixth Assessment Report, the observed 
changes and impacts that climate change has already 
JH\ZLK� HYL� KLZJYPILK�� ;OL� ZWLJPÄJ� OLHS[O� PTWHJ[Z�
KLZJYPILK� PUJS\KL� TVY[HSP[`� MYVT� ÅVVKZ�� KYV\NO[Z� HUK�
storms which are substantially higher in countries that 
are more vulnerable to climate change; increases in the 
mortality and morbidity during extreme heat events; 

increases in climate change-related food- and water-
borne diseases; increases in vector-bourne disease 
incidence; increases in mental health conditions 
associated with rising temperatures; and increases in 
trauma resulting from extreme weather events. 

According to the World Health Organization – African 
Region (AFRO)16, between 2030 and 2050, climate 
change is expected to cause approximately 250 000 
additional deaths globally per year, from malnutrition, 
malaria, diarrhea and heat stress. The direct costs to 
health are estimated at between US$ 2-4 billion/year by 
2030. Of concern, AFRO suggests that areas with weak 
health infrastructure – mostly in low-middle-income 
countries – will be the least able to cope with the health 
impacts of climate change without assistance to prepare 
and respond.

Similarly, the World Bank17 suggests that 88% (42 
of 48) of sub-Saharan countries rank amongst the most 
at-risk for negative health outcomes associated with 
climate change. The impact of heat and air pollution18 on 
maternal health is becoming increasingly established19 

and includes higher rates of miscarriage, preterm birth, 
and stillbirth. Pregnant women20 are more vulnerable 
to heat-related illnesses, while newborns are especially 
heat-sensitive. Climate change can also affect women 
and infants in other ways. Gender inequality21 and 
food insecurity are just two ways that the climate crisis 
intersects with other social, economic, and environmental 
determinants of health to put the lives of women at risk. 
Those Africans lucky to reach an old age will be similarly 
highly vulnerable to heat related illnesses and food 
insecurity. 

What can be done about it: mitigation and 
adaptation

Concepts like ‘mitigation’ and ‘adaptation’ have been 
used in the context of climate change and what can be 
done to turn the tide. According to the UN Environment 
7YVNYHTTL��<5,7����[OL�KLÄUP[PVU�VM�TP[PNH[PVU�YLMLYZ�
to: “…efforts to reduce or prevent emission of greenhouse 
gases” They also suggest that mitigation means “using 

Figure 1: Impact of climate change on health (Evans & Munslow, 2021)
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new technologies and renewable energies, making older 
LX\PWTLU[�TVYL�LULYN`�LMÄJPLU[��VY�JOHUNPUN�THUHNLTLU[�
practices or consumer behavior”.

The health sector globally is estimated to contribute 
about 4% of greenhouse gas emissions and there are a wide 
range of mitigation interventions possible including reducing 
energy consumption by transitioning to renewable energy use 
HUK�ILPUN�TVYL�LULYN`�LMÄJPLU["�YLK\JPUN�LTPZZPVUZ�[OYV\NO�
JOHUNLZ�[V�[OL�Z\WWS`�JOHPU"�YLJ`JSPUN�OLHS[O�JVTTVKP[PLZ��
PUJS\KPUN� [OVZL�\ZLK� PU� Z\YNPJHS�VWLYH[PVUZ"� HUK� PUJYLHZPUN�
use of digital technology and reducing transporting patients23.

Adaptation, on the other hand, means “adjustments in 
ecological, social or economic systems in response to actual 
or expected climatic stimuli and their effects.”24 Given the 
ZPNUPÄJHU[�PTWHJ[�VM�L_JLZZP]L�OLH[��^OPJO�OHZ�HSYLHK`�ILN\U�
to result from climate change) there are a number of other 
interventions that the health sector should implement to 
protect patients, especially pregnant women and newborns25. 

These interventions include: policies on the needs of 
pregnant women and newborns which prioritise mitigation 
HUK�HKHW[H[PVU�[V�JSPTH[L�JOHUNL"�WYV]PZPVU�VM�N\PKHUJL�MYVT�
health workers on the impact of extreme heat, and sharing 
prevention methods like staying out of the sun during the 
OV[[LZ[� WHY[Z� VM� [OL� KH`� HUK� [OL� PTWVY[HUJL� VM� O`KYH[PVU"�
making health services available during cooler parts of the 
day and providing shelter and water during visits to health 
MHJPSP[PLZ"�MHJPSP[H[PUN�T\S[PZLJ[VYHS�JVSSHIVYH[PVU�[V�LUZ\YL�[OL�
homes are insulated against heat and cold and provision of 
potable water. In addition, health systems should strengthen 
climate surveillance and be able to inform patients and 
communities of increases in temperatures and other weather 
conditions that impact on health. 

Conclusions 
Climate changes impact on human existence. This means 

that it impacts on a vast array of health conditions and 
outcomes sometimes in ways we cannot fully anticipate 
currently. Climate mitigation and adaptation is clearly 
everyone’s business, but the health sector has a particular 
responsibility to ensure that it is geared to reducing the 
impact of climate change, including excessive heat, droughts, 
^PSKÄYLZ� HUK� Z[VYTZ� VU� OLHS[O� V\[JVTLZ��>OH[� [OL� OLHS[O�
sector cannot afford to do, what nobody can afford to do, 
is to wait and just hope for the best. All evidence shows that 
future years will be harder, not easier. Even as we continue to 
learn about the impact of climate change on health, much is 
already known and action is imperative to mitigate and adapt 
if we are to protect. 
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