
Emergency Preparedness and Response to Climate Change: 
The Role of the Environmental Health Professional

The Na�onal Environmental Health Associa�on (NEHA) aims to raise 
awareness of the impacts of climate change. These changes, 
including the effects of extreme weather events on infrastructure 
and human health, have increased the need for preparedness and 
response across every sector of public health, especially 
environmental health. Environmental health professionals play an 
integral role in mi�ga�on, preparedness, response, and recovery. 
Clearly, NEHA's mission, to advance the environmental health 
professional for the purpose of providing a healthful environment 
for all.

Climate change is the greatest threat to global health.  It affects 
human health through air quality, extreme heat, drought, 
wildfires, extreme storms, floods, vector borne illnesses, and 
changing local weather pa�erns.

Though global, the effects of climate change are inherently local. 
All people are suscep�ble to physical and mental health impacts; 
however, certain groups carry a heavier burden. These popula�ons 
include children, people of color, older adults, people with 
disabili�es, and people in impoverished communi�es.    
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•  Urban heat islands are densely populated communi�es with fewer 
trees, less green space, more buildings, higher energy use, and 
more impervious asphalt and concrete. These urban heat islands 
may have nigh�me temperatures that may be as much as 22°F 
higher than surrounding areas

•  Farmers, construc�on workers, and landscapers are at risk of 
developing occupa�onal heat stress due to extended work 
�me outdoors

•  People aged 65+ are more likely to have a chronic medical 
condi�on that changes normal body responses to heat

•  Extreme heat and the impacts on those who do not have air 
condi�oning pose greater health inequi�es. African American 
households have a 5.3% higher heat-related mortality rate than 
White households and 50% less access to central AC

EXTREME HEAT HARMS HEALTH
Climate change is increasing both the intensity and severity of 
heatwaves across the U.S. Heatwaves are becoming ho�er, las�ng 
longer, and occurring more frequently and have a massive impact 
on human health. In addi�on to extreme heat’s direct health 
effects, higher temperatures contribute to the build-up of harmful 
air pollutants causing more health impacts. Examples of extreme 
heat-related health concerns include:

•  Increase in cardiovascular and respiratory complica�ons, 
renal failure, electrolyte imbalance, kidney stones, nega�ve 
impacts on fetal health, and preterm birth

• Through overexposure to extreme temperatures and 
heat-related illnesses, mental health effects like anxiety and 
loss of focus can occur
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ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH WORKFORCE ROLE
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FAST FACTS

EXTREME HEAT

Between 2000 and 2016, the number of 
people exposed to heatwaves worldwide 
increased by around 125 MILLION.1 3

NINE OF THE TEN warmest years have 
occurred since 2005, with 2014-2018 
comprising the five ho�est.

6
Heat is the TOP CAUSE of natural 
weather-related deaths in the U.S.

Heat-related deaths occurred most 
frequently in URBAN AREAS (81%).2

36% of the heat-related deaths 
from 1999-2010 were 65+ 
aged popula�ons. 4

From 1992–2006, heat-related deaths 
were 20 TIMES HIGHER among crop 
workers than the general U.S. popula�on. 



ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH 
WORKFORCE ROLE

RECOMMENDATIONS

• EH organiza�ons should support climate mi�ga�on that reduces 
greenhouse gas emissions and enforces urban planning 
regula�ons to prevent extreme heat and urban heat island effect.

• Health departments should support efforts to create heat-related 
policies and forge partnerships that assure equitable access to 
cooling centers.

• Health departments should u�lize CDC’s Building Resilience 
Against Climate Effects (BRACE) Framework to es�mate the 
burden of heat-health outcomes and vulnerabili�es. 

ASSESSMENT
EH professionals iden�fy, assess, and help recommend 
solu�ons for extreme heat vulnerabili�es. 

•  Assess local temperatures and inves�gate current 
community health needs by iden�fying health and 
extreme heat trends and vulnerabili�es across the 
jurisdic�on. For example, monitoring extreme heat 
levels and connec�ng the human health effects to 
adapta�on, response efforts, and vulnerable 
communi�es.

POLICY DEVELOPMENT
EH professionals support community efforts to address 
extreme heat through policy. 

• Addressing urban heat islands through local 
legisla�on to prevent extreme heat in urban 
se�ngs; for example, developing more parks and 
green space, efficient public transporta�on, shaded 
bus stops, and community facili�es.  

ASSURANCE
EH professionals have an essen�al role in protec�ng the 
health of the public by ensuring extreme heat 
preparedness, management plans, and 
interven�on ac�ons. 

• In order to address extreme heat events, issuing 
alerts to the public of local cooling centers using 
mul�ple media outlets and different languages is 
cri�cal to connect with all popula�ons. 
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• Academic EH programs should develop a highly skilled and 
well-trained workforce by training on heat vulnerabili�es, 
community engagement, educa�on, and preparedness for 
future extreme temperatures.

• Members of the EH workforce must collaborate to share 
informa�on and resources on adapta�on and response 
ac�vi�es; environmental health resources can be found at 
neha.org.

Environmental health professionals play an essen�al role in ac�on 
planning, heatwave response efforts, and reduc�on of public 
health risks of extreme heat. Increased heatwaves mul�ply the 
need for preparedness and response from environmental health 
professionals. An environmental health professional specializing in 
extreme heat preparedness has the appropriate educa�on and 
training needed to support local impacts and protect human 
health. 

In order to address the health threats of extreme heat events, 
environmental health professionals must be able to:

• Understand the impact of extreme heat on health outcomes

• Interpret extreme heat and health research u�lizing science 
to educate communi�es on the poten�al health risks

• Provide recommenda�ons, interven�ons, guidelines, and 
policies to protect health and control extreme heat hazards

• Provide the public with warnings and alerts before extreme 
heat events

• Educate communi�es on where to go during an extreme 
heat event and provide a list of cooling centers and 
accessible transporta�on

• Update building codes and landscaping laws to regulate 
extreme heat exposure and prevent urban heat islands

• Understand the impact that systems, social and structural 
inequi�es, ins�tu�onal power and structural racism can 
have on climate change

Environmental health professionals are uniquely qualified to 
respond to extreme heat impacts due to their in-depth knowledge 
of the rela�onship between heat, health, and the environment.
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