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PEOPLE AND HEALTH 

Climate Change and People and Health 

Climate change may have a significant impact on public health as a result of changes in air quality, warmer 
temperatures, more frequent extreme weather events and increased vulnerability to infectious diseases. The 
impacts of climate change on public health will disproportionately affect vulnerable or at-risk populations, 
including the poor, elderly, and the young. 

Insights 

 The quality of the air we breathe has significant impacts 
on our health. 

 The economic impact of smog in Hamilton on individual 
health in 2005 was $2.13 million in Health Care. 

 Air pollutants contribute to about 186 premature 
deaths, 395 respiratory hospital admissions and 322 
cardiovascular hospital admissions each year in Hamilton 
(Air Quality Health Assessment Study, 2011). 

 Air quality is already a serious public health issue in a 
number of Canadian communities and is likely to be 
impacted by increased smog formation, wildfires, pollen production and emissions of air contaminants. 

 Extreme heat can increase the levels of pollen and allergens that trigger asthma attacks. 

 Climate change is likely to increase risks associated with some infectious diseases across the country, and 
may result in the emergence of diseases that are currently thought to be rare in Canada. 

 Extreme weather events can cause a range of direct and indirect health effects, from mental disorders to 
infectious diseases. 

 There is a perception in Ontario that Hamilton has a serious air quality problem because of the visible 
industrial base of the city; however, analysis shows that local air pollutant levels are generally similar to, 
or slightly higher than other cities in Southern Ontario. 

 Hamilton has a unique microclimate given the proximity of the Niagara Escarpment and Lake Ontario that 
tends to contain and trap both local and trans-boundary air pollutants over the city. 

 Hamilton’s Air Quality Health Index (AQHI) is a public information tool that helps the general population 
and at-risk population protect their health on a daily basis from the negative impacts of air pollution. The 
AQHI measures air quality in relation to your health on a scale of 1 to 10. 

 The ‘at-risk population’ includes young children, the elderly and people with existing respiratory and 
cardiovascular conditions. 

 Weather forecasts are monitored for conditions that can be hazardous to health, and heat alerts are sent 
to radio and TV when the weather calls for 1 day with 40 or greater humidex. 

Discussion Questions 

 What impacts or risks from climate change do we face in relation to public health? 
 Who or what is most vulnerable to the impacts of climate change from a public health perspective? 
 What opportunities present themselves from a public health perspective from climate change?  

 

Existing Public and Health Plans and 

Policies 

 Public Health Services Strategic 
Plan (2007-2010) 

 Air Quality and Climate Change 
Corporate Strategic Plan, 2006 

 Hamilton Heat Response Plan 
 City of Hamilton Emergency Plan, 

2014 
 Clean Air Hamilton Air Quality 

Progress Report, 2013 


