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Climate change is already negatively impacting the health of Canadians, impacts that will 
become more severe in relation to the extent of warming that occurs. The link between 
airborne pollution from the combustion of fossil fuels and respiratory health is well-known. 
But as our climate changes, the effect of altering weather patterns on public health has also 
been the subject of considerable study, and increasingly, media attention.1. 
 
In fact, the impact of climate change is such that it has been described as a public health 
emergency,2 and in February this year, representatives from five Canadian health 
organizations described it as the “greatest public health challenge of the 21st century.” 3 
Similarly, the World Health Organization has pronounced it to be the defining health issue of 
the 21st century.4 Medical students in Canada are joining the climate strikes, demanding 
stronger climate action to address public health issues.5 
 
Studies have shown that taking climate action has multiple health benefits, beyond just 
addressing climate change, “ranging from improved physical activity resulting from active 
commuting, to reduced respiratory illnesses from decreased air pollution.” 6 
 
KEY FACTS 
Below are some of the recent key studies linking climate change to public health. 
Additionally, the Canadian Association of Physicians for the Environment has produced a 
summary of the health risks.7 
 



 
Infectious disease: 

● A recent Morgan Stanley report concludes that warming temperatures will increase 
the risk of contracting an infectious disease in an additional one-billion people over 
the coming 50 years.8  

● Due to warmer winters, cases of Lyme disease increased more than 300% between 
2009 and 2015. Without prompt treatment, Lyme disease can lead to paralysis, 
arthritis, and in some cases death.9 

● Temperature increases are linked to increases in gastrointestinal infections,10 like 
salmonella, from food and water contamination, while warming oceans have been 
shown to promote algal blooms and bacteria that can affect human health.11 

● There is evidence that changing environments due to climate change is affecting 
instances of animal-to-human disease transfer, like bird flu.1213 

Air pollution: 

● Fossil fuel combustion produces fine-particulate air pollution, which leads to the 
premature death of an estimated 14,400 people across Canada.14 

● Fine-particulate air pollution costs Canada overall about $53.5 billion in health-related 
costs per year.15 

● Air pollution has been shown to be especially harmful during pregnancy and can 
increase risks of miscarriage,16 with recent research suggesting particles of pollution 
can cross the placental barrier and damage the fetus.17 

● Climate change will result in warmer, longer, and drier summers, which will increase 
air pollution risks from forest fires, dust storms, and smog.18 

● While particulate air pollution remains the single largest overall threat to respiratory 
health, a multitude of other climate-related factors also degrade air quality,19 
including: 
○ Pollen from changing growing seasons.20 
○ Dust from droughts.21 
○ Smoke from wildfires.22  

Heatwaves:  
● The “heat island effect” intensifies temperatures in cities; as more and more 

Canadians migrate to urban centres, health risks are likely to increase.23 
● In Montreal, extreme heat contributed to the premature death of 66 people in 201824 
● Between 2021 and 2050, experts anticipate Toronto will see more than 30 extreme 

heat days annually.25 
● A recent study predicts that Canada could see five times more heat-related deaths 

between 2031 and 2080, compared to 1984 to 2015.26 



 
Wildfire: 

● Wildfires have exacerbated heart and lung conditions, and in recent summers have 
kept thousands of Canadians indoors.27 

● Multiple studies have associated increased smoke with respiratory illnesses, which 
can lead to long-term effects or death.28 Increases in wildfires places strain on public 
health infrastructure. 

Additional health risks:      

● Displacement and emotional trauma from severe wildfire and flooding events can 
result in produce post-traumatic stress disorder.29 Recent wildfires in the northern 
territories were reported to have acute and long-term negative impacts for mental and 
emotional well-being.30 

● As the intensity and frequency of such events increases, Canadians will be affected by 
compromised physical and mental well-being.31 The impacts of climate change on 
mental health is typically thought to disproportionately affect those who are most 
marginalized. 32 

● Researchers have documented serious anxiety and post-traumatic stress-disorder-
type symptoms among those impacted by the 2016 Fort McMurray fire.33 

● Northern populations will be disproportionately affected, with climate change 
impacting traditional food sources leading to not only dietary—but psychological and 
socio-cultural—consequences.34 

● Asthma, hay fever, and declines in lung function are worsening with more intense and 
prolonged pollen seasons.35 

● Damage to public health infrastructure from severe weather events is also likely to 
negatively impact Canadians’ health.36 

RESOURCES 

For further information, the following people have expertise in the field and can provide 
additional information about climate change and health. 

● Dr. Courtney Howard, President, Canadian Association of Physicians for the 
Environment. courtghoward@gmail.com  

● Possibly one of the med students? 
● The Canadian Medical Association, Media contact, mediainquiries@cma.ca  
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