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This summer has been the world’s warmest, by a large margin. The UK experienced its hottest 

ever June and a record seven days of 30°C or above. In the words of UN Secretary General 

Antonio Gutierrez, we are now in the age of ‘global boiling’. 

 

Climate change has impacts on health and health inequalities, directly and indirectly.  A 2020 

UCL Institute of Health Equity (IHE) report, warned that climate change will widen health 

inequalities in future unless we take urgent action. Fortunately, the action we take to reduce 

greenhouse gasses can also promote health equity. 

 

Extreme temperatures in either direction - below 5°C  and above 25°C  - is associated with the 

greatest risk of mortality.  The link between the cold and health inequalities is well established, 

with fuel poverty and cold homes disproportionately affecting more deprived communities.  

Although the link between health inequalities and excessive heat is less clear, there is growing 

evidence and cause for concern.  We know that extreme heat and heat waves are associated with 

an increased mortality and morbidity, and for populations less adapted to higher temperatures, 

mortality risk increases by between 1% and 3% per 1°C change in high temperature. In the UK, 

heat related deaths are increasing - causing more than 4500 deaths in 2022 alone. 

 

One recent systematic review found overall that more deprived communities experience higher 

mortality risk in response to heat, while another review found that lower GDP cities have higher 

heat risk,  concluding that ‘in terms of length of life being shortened, the largest heat burden may 

fall on the poorest populations, who also have the least economic capacity to adapt’. More 

https://climate.copernicus.eu/summer-2023-hottest-record#:~:text=The%20June%2DJuly%2DAugust%20(,warmest%20for%20the%20summer%20season
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2023/jul/27/scientists-july-world-hottest-month-record-climate-temperatures
https://www.instituteofhealthequity.org/resources-reports/sustainable-health-equity-achieving-a-net-zero-uk
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths/articles/climaterelatedmortalityandhospitaladmissionsenglandandwales/1988to2022
https://www.instituteofhealthequity.org/resources-reports/fuel-poverty-cold-homes-and-health-inequalities-in-the-uk
https://jech.bmj.com/content/64/9/753
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths/articles/climaterelatedmortalityandhospitaladmissionsenglandandwales/1988to2022
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/ab1cdb
https://jech.bmj.com/content/jech/64/9/753.full.pdf
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unequal cities (those with a higher Gini index) experience greater heat-related mortality.  The 

classic study on the 1995 Chicago heatwave found that the health effects of high heat were 

greater in poorer neighbourhoods with lower social capital.  Recent evidence from the UK also 

suggests the unequal impact of extreme heat on mortality.  One study from England and Wales 

found that those living in the most deprived areas had a significantly higher mortality risk. A 

study from Scotland found that amongst those aged 0-74, people who lived in the most deprived 

areas had increased heat-related mortality risk compared to those in less deprived areas.  Level of 

education, as well as relative income, is a risk factor for heat-related mortality.  Those working 

outdoors, who are more likely to be from lower income or migrant backgrounds, are more likely 

to be affected due to increased occupational exposure to excessive heat. 

 

There is also growing evidence to suggest that extreme heat has unequal impacts on morbidity.  

For example, one recent study found that emergency hospital admissions due to extreme heat 

were higher in more socio-economically deprived areas of England.  Those from the most 

deprived backgrounds are more likely to be admitted for heat-exacerbated health conditions 

including respiratory metabolic and infectious diseases, as well as accidents.  Extreme heat and 

climate change also adversely affect mental health, including amongst those most 

socioeconomically disadvantaged 

 

Longer term, greater UV exposure is another risk, particularly for countries, for example in 

northern Europe, whose populations are at higher risk of negative outcomes like skin cancer. 

Although historically melanoma incidence in these populations tends to be higher amongst 

higher socio-economic groups (due to greater travel to low-latitude countries), there is strong 

evidence showing how people from lower-income backgrounds are more likely to have a 

melanoma diagnosed at a more advanced stage and have poorer survival outcomes. 

 

As the IHE report notes, there are a host of other direct effects of climate change on health, 

including: the adverse impacts of increasing air pollution, pollen, and extreme weather effects 

like storms and floods.  There are also indirect effects, which are also experienced unequally.  

For example, the impact of climate change on the prices of food, water and energy are all likely 

to affect more disadvantaged populations, on both national and global levels. 

https://academic.oup.com/ije/article/48/4/1101/5366211?casa_token=t62laMJ0Ab0AAAAA:x92lENYzxGgaR8QrnaafMSFIo2UXnUPlxEzuTveDEOkWIqNtEK4_2W_1WbyghiPzTxpEjZ1oAiV6
https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/H/bo20809880.html
https://www.thelancet.com/action/showPdf?pii=S2542-5196%2822%2900138-3
https://ehjournal.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12940-022-00912-5
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/ab1cdb/meta
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/ab1cdb/meta
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/37606292/
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanepe/article/PIIS2666-7762(23)00102-3/fulltext
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanepe/article/PIIS2666-7762(23)00102-3/fulltext
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0277953622004993
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0277953622004993
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0033350618302130?casa_token=PPxM747XR1EAAAAA:wpE9URgxZ-ZpJAXc1Jla0KuZ72HsuzGmKlwrpzlg2hx_KnhLKBpvPvLiTzz-aV5wbd3Mv3py#bib40
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0033350618302130?casa_token=PPxM747XR1EAAAAA:wpE9URgxZ-ZpJAXc1Jla0KuZ72HsuzGmKlwrpzlg2hx_KnhLKBpvPvLiTzz-aV5wbd3Mv3py#bib40
https://academic.oup.com/bjd/article/172/4/885/6615868?login=true
https://www.instituteofhealthequity.org/in-the-news/press-releases-and-briefings-/health-inequalities-climate-change-assessed-together-to-inform-sixth-carbon-budget
https://www.instituteofhealthequity.org/in-the-news/press-releases-and-briefings-/health-inequalities-climate-change-assessed-together-to-inform-sixth-carbon-budget
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People are already starting to feel the heat, but some more than others. In the UK, it was recently 

estimated that just half of its housing would fail the "bedroom overheating" test.  In lower-

income countries, with less advanced and equitable health systems, the rich are much better 

equipped to cope with rising temperatures.  Globally, the painful irony is that those most 

impacted by climate change often contribute to it the least.   

 

What must be done? 

 

Heat-related mortality and morbidity will only get worse.  Tackling climate change and health 

inequalities requires governments and society to invest in reducing air pollution, building more 

energy efficient homes, promoting more sustainable and healthy food, prioritising active and safe 

transport, more sustainable working conditions (e.g. supporting working from home or a four-

day week), and city planning (e.g. the 15-minute city). 

 

As global temperatures rise, summertime energy poverty is a growing problem in many countries 

- where only the wealthy can afford air conditioning. But increasing air conditioning coverage is 

unlikely to significantly reduce heat-related health inequalities and will serve only to increase 

greenhouse gas emissions.   

 

Equity and sustainability must be at the core of housing and urban planning.  Evidence from the 

UK and internationally shows that heat-related mortality is significantly higher in the ‘urban heat 

islands’ of densely-populated cities like London.  More urban and more deprived communities 

tend to have less available greenspaces, which can have a cooling effect.  Currently, manual and 

casual occupations are nearly three times as likely to be without a garden, and individuals from 

some Black and Minority Ethnic communities are twice as likely to have minimal access to 

green spaces.  Older persons in socially deprived communities are more vulnerable to heatwave-

related mortality – but community-based interventions designed to reduce social isolation have 

been shown to help. 

 

https://www.theccc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Addressing-overheating-risk-in-existing-UK-homes-Arup.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/oct/03/only-rich-can-bear-heat-dhaka-bangladesh-battling-extreme-weather-climate?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanepe/article/PIIS2666-7762(23)00102-3/fulltext
https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/339462/9789289055406-eng.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.instituteofhealthequity.org/in-the-news/press-releases-and-briefings-/health-inequalities-climate-change-assessed-together-to-inform-sixth-carbon-budget
https://www.instituteofhealthequity.org/in-the-news/press-releases-and-briefings-/health-inequalities-climate-change-assessed-together-to-inform-sixth-carbon-budget
https://backend.orbit.dtu.dk/ws/portalfiles/portal/245310872/Heat_and_Health_WHO_UNEP_DTU_2021.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959378021000789?via%3Dihub
https://backend.orbit.dtu.dk/ws/portalfiles/portal/245310872/Heat_and_Health_WHO_UNEP_DTU_2021.pdf
https://www.thelancet.com/action/showPdf?pii=S2542-5196%2822%2900138-3
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/ab1cdb
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths/articles/climaterelatedmortalityandhospitaladmissionsenglandandwales/1988to2022
https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/16/7/1216
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/ab1cdb/meta
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2023/sep/01/weatherwatch-parks-gardens-cooling-overheated-cities-nature
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/environmentalaccounts/articles/oneineightbritishhouseholdshasnogarden/2020-05-14
https://friendsoftheearth.uk/nature/access-green-space-england-are-you-missing-out#:~:text=We%20found%20that%3A,minimal%20access%20to%20green%20space.
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8583294/
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For instance, we need to continue to invest in ways to minimise air pollution, a problem 

disproportionately affecting the most socioeconomically deprived.  High pollution and high 

temperatures have a synergistic effect - leading to increased respiratory, circulatory and other 

health problems. 

 

Investment in healthcare will also help - extreme heat-related mortality is higher in areas with 

lower hospital beds per capita.  More equitable access to better healthcare will ultimately help 

across a range of outcomes, from emergency admissions to earlier diagnosis and better long-term 

survival of melanoma.  Heat-related health education programmes and health-warnings 

(including emergency alerts) need to consider issues of equity and access (for example, bridging 

gaps in health literacy and the digital divide). 

  

Promoting social equity will also help empower people to take action to reduce their contribution 

to climate change - those in less deprived areas are more able to make changes to their home or 

shopping habits to help tackle climate change. 

 

At the root of change needs to be a move towards ‘wellbeing economies’ that puts health and 

wellbeing, of people and planet, at the heart of progress and growth.  Ultimately, reducing health 

inequalities and addressing climate change are mutually beneficial goals, and this record-

breaking summer has been a stark reminder that the time to act on both health equity and the 

climate crisis is now. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.who.int/europe/news-room/fact-sheets/item/environmental-health-inequalities#:~:text=Higher%20environmental%20exposure%20levels%20are,significant%20role%20in%20environmental%20inequalities.
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s12940-020-00681-z
https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/339462/9789289055406-eng.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/environmentalaccounts/articles/climatechangeinsightsuk/august2023
https://cdn.who.int/media/docs/default-source/council-on-the-economics-of-health-for-all/council-eh4a_finalreport_web.pdf?sfvrsn=a6505c22_5&download=true
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