Viewpoint: climate change, health

and pandemics — a wake-up call
from COVID-19

Climate change is a global crisis that is driven mainly by natural events and human-induced
global warming (Kinney, 2018). Climate change has contributed to increased global
temperatures, erratic weather patterns and a rise in disasters. These events have severe
impacts on the health of humans (Lou et al., 2019).

The increased frequencies of extreme events and high temperatures are also
associated with higher mortality and morbidity rates (Matthews ef al, 2017).
Furthermore, heat stress has been causing a decline in crop production, reducing food
supplies and promoting malnutrition (Deryng et al., 2014), particularly during periods
of droughts and low rainfall.

During intensive rain periods, flooding may promote the spread of water-borne diseases,
further compromising the health of affected individuals (Ashbolt, 2019). Furthermore, we
experience an increase in the numbers of a variety of insects carrying vector-borne diseases,
especially during flooding and high-temperature periods (Franklinos et al., 2019).

Climate change has also been contributing to erratic wind patterns, which often result in
the wide dispersion of air pollutants which are responsible for various respiratory and
autoimmune diseases (Zhao et al., 2019).

The world is currently facing an unprecedented crisis due to COVID-19. Some links
between the climate crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic crises are as follows:

» Both, the COVID-19 pandemic and climate change are parallel global crises of the
current human epoch, named “the Anthropocene”, even though the latter occurred
over the past few decades.

e Some denialism of the climate crisis is also seen in relation to the COVID-19
pandemic. Indeed, some countries where government leaders have denied the
COVID-19 pandemic have become among the most infected ones, which is in line
with the more widespread climate change scepticism (Bjornberg et al, 2017; Leal
Filho et al, 2019).

Unfortunately, the climate crisis is not being treated with the same sense of urgency as the
COVID-19 pandemic. Dudman states a difference in how both crises are perceived and the
perennial dilemma of communicating uncertainty.

Temporally, the constant talk of deadlines, tipping points and policy targets, and the time lag
from emissions to impacts all fatally affix climate change as a problem for the future. Not so with
COVID-19, which collapsed space and time, and overnight turned the world just beyond our
windows into a hostile and dangerous place (Dudman, 2020).

The COVID-19 pandemic serves as a reminder of the urgent need for changes in
economic models and lifestyles. Such changes are also helpful to reduce the impacts of
climate change as the parallel global crises. For instance: a more responsible
consumption of resources, less greenhouse emitting transportation, and more
investments in infrastructure and restoration of ecosystems, to reduce exposure of
people and settlements to extreme weather events.
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But above all, climate change and COVID-19 are two global crises, whose mutual
impacts on human health are not yet well understood. Nevertheless, even though their
urgency and scales are not uniform, both crises show that urgent action to handle them
is needed. The impacts of COVID-19 and actions to cope with it are fast since it is
perceived as a deadly global pandemic. Contrastingly, the impacts of climate change
are felt slowly, but its residual effects may last longer. The climate crisis, combined
with ecosystems depletion and unleashing of vectors of diseases such as the
Coronavirus SARS-CoV-2, unknown to date, can help to turn the world into a more
hostile and dangerous place.

A lesson from the COVID-19 pandemic is that denialism could cost human lives, and lead
to widespread interrelated systems failures, which may not only affect the health sector, but
the financial one, and undermine social cohesion. Hence, there is a perceived need for
concerted actions to address and possibly reverse the impacts of climate change and the
COVID-19 pandemic. This needs to be done the soonest possible, to avoid the losses of life
both crises bring about.
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