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Climate Change,                

Some Global Health 
Implications,                             

and the Climate Emergency

Katherine Wells

Climate Change Consultant

Temperature Rise

• The IPCC’s 2007 report predicts a rise in      
the average global surface temperature of     
1.1 to 6.4 degrees Celsius over the period    
1980 to 2100

• During the last Ice Age the global average 
surface temperature fell only about 5 - 6 

degrees, from an average temperature of 
about 1 degree lower than today’s
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Bureau of Meteorology – South Australia’s               
March 2008 Heatwave

Bureau of Meteorology – Victoria’s Temperatures on 
February 7 2009

Annual streamflow into Perth’s    
water-supply dams Great Weather and Flood Catastrophes 

Losses in Billions of US Dollars
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Source: Munich Re, Swiss Re. 2005 sigma Figures as of 12/20/05Source: Munich Re, Swiss Re. 2005 sigma Figures as of 12/20/05

Michael Hawker, CEO of IAG,       
Australia’s largest insurance company:

“There has been almost a linear increase in 
catastrophes occurring since global 

temperatures started rising in the early 
1970’s.”

The implications of climate 
change for world health are, 

frankly, staggering. 
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The implications of climate 
change for world health are, 

frankly, staggering. 

Innisfail, Qld, 2006Innisfail, Qld, 2006

Globally, billions of people            
are likely to face                                             

food and water shortages                                   
this century

Henan, China, 2009

Photo: AP Photo/Peter Lorimer

Gunnedah, NSW, 2006
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Globally, billions of people            
are likely to face                                             

food and water shortages                                   
this century

These problems are of course                       
the result of, or exacerbated by,                    

many different factors.

Population growth, for example, will have 
an enormous impact on our ability to 

respond successfully to food and water 
shortages.

Photo courtesy Peter Essick/National Geographic Society
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Sea Level Rise
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Source: Rowley et al. EOS 88(9), 2007
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Andhra 
Pradesh

India, June 
2003

50°C
More than 1400 
deaths

Source: Center for Health and the Global Environment
Harvard Medical School Photo: REUTERS/Tomas Bravo

Villahermosa, 
Mexico, 

2007
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Dengue Fever in Australia

SOURCE: Kearney et al. Global Change Biology, in review 

Globally, hundreds of millions   
of people are likely to be           
affected by sea level rise,             

an increase in                               
extreme climatic events,                   

and the spread of                          
vector-borne diseases                                   

this century

Those most at risk are,                             
in general, also amongst                        

the world’s poorest,                                   
and least able to adapt                                    

to climate change.

Dhaka, Bangladesh, 2008

Photo: AP Photo/Pavel Rahman

Global inequity

‘The rich will find their world to be 
more expensive, inconvenient, 
uncomfortable… more unpleasant 
and unpredictable, perhaps greatly 
so. The poor will die.’

K. Smith, 2008  

The Lancet Commission:              
‘Managing the Health Effects              

of Climate Change’

Considers:

• Changing patterns of disease and 
mortality

• Food

• Water and sanitation

• Shelter and human settlements

• Extreme events

• Population and migration

May 2009
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The Lancet Commission:              
‘Managing the Health Effects             

of Climate Change’

Concludes:

‘Climate change is the biggest global 
health threat of the 21st Century.’

May 2009

But Wait!

There’s more.

How are we tracking with key 
climate change indicators at 

present?

A: Very Badly

Change is occurring more 
rapidly than predicted

• Summer sea-ice in the Arctic is decreasing in 
extent and mass far more rapidly than predicted

• The Greenland and West Antarctic ice sheets are 
melting more rapidly than predicted 

• Sea level rise is now predicted to be up to at least 
1.4 metres this century, rather than up to 0.6 
metres

• The world’s great carbon sinks (land and ocean) 
are becoming less efficient, more rapidly than 
predicted 

1980 2007
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Greenland Seasonal Ice Melt

1979 1990 2007
Source: NASA/GSFC

Photo: Roger J. Braithwaite,
University of Manchester
School of Geology

Key indicators are providing 
cause for great alarm

• Temperature rise is occurring at the top end of 
the IPCC’s 2001 predictions

• Sea level rise is occurring faster than the IPCC’s 
2001 predictions

• Growth in CO2 emissions is occurring faster than 
the IPCC’s 2001 predictions

Actual global emissions growth vs 
projections of emissions growth

Source: Raupach et al. 2007; Meinshausen 2008, van Vuuren & Riahi (forthcoming)

If we continue as we are going 
at present, you are likely to 
experience a catastrophic        

5 - 6o
C rise                                       

in your life-time

All the talk in the climate 
arena is about avoiding a     

‘dangerous’ 2o
C rise.

But at present, we are quite 
simply not likely to achieve 

this goal
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Globally, we’re on the          
wrong policy settings to 

ensure that we limit the rise to              
2 degrees

Concentrations of greenhouse 
gases in the atmosphere

• It is now generally accepted that we need to 
aim for 450 ppm CO2e if we wish to have a 
real chance of limiting the global 
temperature rise to 2o

C. The Copenhagen 
negotiations are aiming for this target

• But 450 ppm CO2e in fact gives us only a 
50% chance of limiting the global 
temperature rise to 2o

C

• To have a 90% chance, we would need to 
aim for 350 ppm CO2e

Meinshausen, 2006

Would you expect your parents to 
send you down the street if there 

was a 50% chance you would 
meet with a dangerous car 

accident?
No, of course not.

We are failing to engage in the 
most basic risk management 

here.

To make matters worse,        
the task of getting our 

emissions down fast enough   
is absolutely enormous

Global rates of emissions 
reductions

• Stabilising at 450 ppm CO2e will require 
global emissions to peak by 2015, and be 
reduced by 4% per year from 2020 – 2040

• Developed nations will have to reduce their 
emissions by more than 6% per year from 
2020 -2040

• According to Stern, annual rates of 
reduction in excess of 1% have only been 
associated with economic recession or 
upheaval

Anderson & Bows, 2008

If this is not a                       
climate emergency,                                 

what is it?
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What can we do                         
about all of this?

Recognise that our current 
setting - incremental change -

will not suffice.                         
This is an emergency,             

and our responses need to 
reflect that

Approach the emergency with 
imagination,                            

lots of money, and                                 
courage

Leigh Creek

Proposed Renewable Energy 
Network  to Power Europe

Solar CSP Wind Hydro

Solar PV Biomass Geothermal
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Courage


