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Climate change is a global crisis that is driven mainly by natural events and human-

induced global warming. The latter often occurs through the excessive burning of 

fossil fuels and methane production via agricultural practices (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 direct health impacts of climate change are seen through heat waves, 

droughts, floods, rise in sea levels, increased pollution and extreme weather events 

(Kim et al., 2014), among others. The increased frequencies of extreme events and 

high temperatures are associated with higher mortality and morbidity rates 

(Matthews et al., 2017). Heat strain, for instance, has been associated with several 

clinical risks and health impairments. The external temperature can influence and 

increase the internal body temperature, thus promoting the risk of diseases, 

infections and general illness (Kjellstrom et al., 2016).  

Furthermore, heat stress has been causing a decline in crop production, 

reducing food supplies and promoting malnutrition (Deryng et al., 2014). This is 



mainly seen through periods of droughts and low rainfall. Furthermore, droughts 

decrease the water availability, thus promoting dehydration (Sena et al., 2018). The 

opposite of the scale, i.e. during intensive rain periods, extreme flooding may destroy 

crops and damage households (Zhang et al., 2016). Floods may also 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). 

Additionally, increased rainfall causes increased surface run-off, which may 

promote water contamination (Corada-Fernández et al., 2017). This is particularly 

dangerous in developing countries where freshwater supplies are limited. The 

consumption of contaminated water may lead to various health impairments and 

possibly death (Erickson et al., 2019). 

Climate change has also been contributing to erratic wind patterns, which often 

result in the wide dispersion of air pollutants (Orru et al., 2017). These air pollutants 

are responsible for various respiratory and autoimmune diseases (Zhao et al., 2019). 

Furthermore, the spread of harmful air allergens is promoted, increasing the health 

risk to humans (Shi, 2018). 

 

The links between climate change and pandemics: an example from COVID-19 
 
The world is currently facing an unprecedent crisis, due to COVID-19. Indeed, the 

COVID-19 crises can be seen as a parallel to the climate crisis, even though the 

latter has been seen over the past few decades. 

Both climate change and the COVID-19 pandemic are global crises of the current 

human epoch, named  "the Anthropocene".  Some links between them are as 

follows: 

a) climate change may facilitate the outbreak of new diseases -including 

pandemics- through ecosystem changes. Habitat destruction may mean that 

humans will live in closer proximity to wildlife, while rising temperatures can 

increase the range of mosquitoes, ticks and other insects known to transmit 

diseases; as the climate changes, this could become a more common trend 

(CBC/Radio Canada, 2020); 



b) some denialism of the climate change crisis was also seen in the COVID-19 

pandemic. Indeed, some countries where government leaders denied the 

COVID-19 pandemic have become among the most infected ones, which is in 

line with the more widespread climate change scepticism in the Anglo-

American countries and in respect of conservative behaviour (Björnberg et al., 

2017; Leal Filho et al., 2019). 

c) The climate crisis is not treated with the same sense of urgency as the COVID-

19 pandemic. Dudman (2020) 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). 

 

It is likely that after COVID-19 pandemic, the urgent need for changes in 

economic models and lifestyles to reduce the impacts of climate change as the 

parallel global crises, will become clearer. For instance: a more responsible 

consumption of resources, less greenhouse emitting transportation, and more 

investments in infra-structure and restoration of ecosystems, to reduce exposure of 

people and settlements to extreme weather events, and increase their resilience. 

Also, the frequency and intensity of movements led by the youth, such as "Fridays 

for Future" will very likely increase as a consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

since they show that a mobilization by the public is needed. 

 

Conclusions 
Climate change and COVID-19 are two crisis which partly reinforce each other. The 

reciprocal impacts of climate change and COVID-19 on human health are not yet 

well understood. But even though their urgency and scales are not uniform, these 

two global crises are causing a remarkable impact on human health and on 

livelihoods. The impacts of COVID-19 and actions to cope with it are fast, since it is 

perceived as a deadly pandemic by the global community. Contrastingly, the impacts 

of climate change are felt slowly, but its residual effects may be staying longer, with 

the adverse impacts to all aspects of human life, particularly (but not only) on health. 



The excessive emissions of greenhouse gases, combined with ecosystems depletion 

and unleashing of vectors of diseases unknown to date, can help to turn the world 

into a hostile and dangerous place.  

 

The main 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 of the COVID-19 pandemic. This needs to be done 

sooner, rather than later, so as to avoid the losses of life both crisis bring about. 
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