
Climate Change is a potential

threat to the existing social

systems. It places multiple

stresses on the social system in

a disproportionate manner and

in most cases, the most

vulnerable population consists

of older people, people with

chronic ailments and other

diseases. The vulnerability of the

older population is associated

with being frail, susceptible and

defense less to external

stressors, which may limit the

adaptive capacity of the

individual as well. Furthermore,

the limitation of adaptive

capacity might potentially

create serious health

implications for the elderly

population. 

The recent report of the

Intergovernmental Panel on

Climate Change (IPCC)

mentioned three basic

pathways through which the

changing climate affects

human health. Before we

venture into a deep

understanding of the three

pathways we must understand

vulnerability induced illness and

health risk. In literature, the

vulnerability has a

multitudinous definition,

though the most widely

accepted definition of climate

change vulnerability is provided

by IPCC. It defines Vulnerability

to Climate Change as the

degree to which a system is

susceptible to and unable to

cope with, adverse effects of

climate change, including

climate variability and

extremes. Vulnerability is a

function of the character,

magnitude and rate of climate 

change and variation to which a system is exposed, it’s sensitivity, and it’s
adaptive capacity. The vulnerability of the older population toward the
impact of climate change can be attributed to two reasons i.e. greater
exposure and reduced adaptive capacity of the individual to cope with the
external stressor.
PATHWAYS
The first pathway of inducing climate change-related health risks is the
direct impact of climate change on human health. Although there is
ample evidence of the direct linkages between the effect of weather and
climate on human health, there are only a few studies in India that have
studied the impact of changing climate on the Indian population. As a
developing country with high population density and mediocre health
infrastructure, India can witness a myriad of human health effects when
concatenated with climate change. 
The second pathway is the ecosystem mediated impacts of climate
change on health incomes. This pathway in detail explains the impact
vectors which are already a part of this ecosystem and their impact on the
health components. According to the Assessment Report 5 (AR5) by IPCC,
the unprecedented change in the earth’s climate is going to trigger the
spread of various vector-borne diseases.  
There is a large body of literature that shows the effect of air pollution on
human health. The AR5 by IPCC emphasizes on the matter that nearly all
non-CO2 pollutants which are altering the earth’s climate are responsible
for damaging health. According to astudy Balakrishnan et al., 2019, 70% of
the Indian population is exposed to PM 2.5 higher than the prescribed limit
by WHO.  Moreover, 11% of the premature death of the younger generation
can also be attributed to pollution. Air pollution has further decreased the
life expectancy of the Indian population from 1-7 years and is also
responsible for decreased resilience of the older population. Many of the
global studies including some in India predicted unparalleled association
between various cardiovascular and lung diseases with air pollution. Air
pollution significantly alters the adaptive capacity of the older population
hence making them more susceptible to risks. To give an illustration, a
study by Down to Earth on the current pandemic of COVID-19 mentions
that cities with higher levels of pollution are supposed to be more
vulnerable to COVID -19. More precisely older people with respiratory
ailments are at greater risk of getting affected by the virus.
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Figure 1: Conceptual diagram showing three primary exposure pathways by which climate change affects health (Adapted from: Human Health: Impacts, Adaptation, and Co-Benefits by Smith, K.R et al., 2014)

https://www.thelancet.com/action/showPdf?pii=S2542-5196%2818%2930261-4


The third and the final pathway is heavily mediated by the human system i.e. includes the occupational
diseases and climate change-induced risks on the working population. 

The evident impact of climate change on the health risk of vulnerable populations is undeniable.

Furthermore, it will also introduce an additional pressure to the current existing health care systems.
According to a WHO report of 2012, the estimated commitment to health adaptation globally is less than 1%
of annual health costs attributed to climate change in 2030. Consequently, it raises a serious question on the
investment value of adaptation towards the current healthcare system globally. If the vulnerable population
across the globe isn’t protected the risk associated would be unpredictable. In times when changes are really,

rapid substantial effort must be made in increasing the adaptive capacity of the system. Considering the
diverse natured adaptive capacity of the social system, we must focus on incremental adaptive capacities like
improvements in the health care facilities and further stringent healthcare system to possibly deal with the
adverse and sudden outburst of climate-related diseases. Subsequently, for transitional adaptation, people
must adapt to changes in their lifestyles while the government should work on mapping the vulnerable
population, developing early warning systems and further improving the existing adaptive capacity
mechanism by including better and effective surveillance and dissemination systems. 
The increased exposure to climate change is going to affect thousands of lives and the ones with lower
adaptive capacity are going to suffer the most. While the increased exposure will impact the economic
structure, it would also raise a dominant discourse of justice as the distributions of resources are unequal. In
order to maintain equilibrium in the social system, the strategic response to climate change-induced risk
must be mediated through adaptation, with interventions to target the one which is more vulnerable. 
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