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Climate change and health in British 
Columbia  
 
Policy Brief 
 
Proposed agenda for adaptation research 
and policy 
 
Introduction  
 
Climate change is already being observed in 
British Columbia (BC) with temperature and 
precipitation exceeding global averages. 
While there is a strong evidence of changing 
climate in BC, its future impact on the 
health British Columbians is not clear. Much 
of the perceived health effects of climate 
change on human health are based upon 
research on impact of weather driven 
disasters, often, in developing countries. 
Therefore, there is a dearth of studies based 
in BC or countries with similar climate and 
environments. The knowledge base to 
investigate climate change and health links 
that matter most for BC are currently 
underdeveloped and necessitates the need to 
invest resources and infrastructure to build 
the necessary evidence base.  
 
This policy brief highlights some health 
related climate change issues and provides a 
set of principles and priorities for a research 
and policy agenda to improve adaptation to 
the health impact of climate change in BC.  
 
What are the perceived health effects of 
climate change in BC? 
 
Extrapolating from current research, it is 
likely that changes in climate would affect 
the health of British Columbians directly or 
indirectly.  
 
Climate change may influence health though 
greater exposure to fire, flood and indirect 
exposure to heat and air pollution both in 

urban and rural areas of BC. This will be 
exacerbated by warming winters that lead to 
extensive forest kill by proliferation of 
Mountain Pine Beetle (MPB) or other insect 
infestation in BC increasing risk for forest 
fires. Both acute and chronic health impacts 
of these physical effects of climate change 
will be greater in vulnerable sub-populations 
such as elderly and children or rural and 
remote communities. Retreating glaciers, 
declining snowpack, earlier snowmelt, 
declining stream flow and groundwater 
levels, shifts in timing and amount of 
precipitation will further affect water supply 
and quality.  
 
Increasing temperature and precipitation are 
also expected to increase occurrence of 
diseases, such as food and waterborne 
infections, by creating more favorable 
conditions and for emerging infectious 
diseases including vector-borne diseases 
such as malaria, West Nile and Lyme 
disease are likely to increase as vectors such 
as mosquitoes and ticks establish in 
previously unfavorable colder and drier 
conditions.  
 
Many of the most significant health impacts 
of climate change in BC will be exacerbated 
through worsening socio-economic 
conditions brought about by sustained 
altered climate. These impacts on health will 
be most severe in communities that already 
face significant environmental and socio-
economic adversity including inadequate 
infrastructure and limited access to health 
care.  
 
The magnitude of effects of these impacts 
will be regionally specific and depend on the 
nature and magnitude of climate change and 
the vulnerability of affected regions.  
 
What are the key challenges and 
opportunities in research and adaptation 
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Policy issues related to climate change 
health impacts? 
 
Challenge: Lacking basic research based in 
BC 
 
The geography and climate of the province 
is diverse and complex making the 
development of predictive climate models 
linking the effects of climate change on 
health difficult. There is a need to direct 
research adapted to local conditions and 
circumstances. Established quality health 
datasets in BC exists and offers a unique 
opportunity to carry out studies to assess 
relationships between climate variability and 
health outcomes. 
 
Challenge: Vulnerable communities will be 
hardest hit  
 
The potential for adverse impacts due to 
climate change will be particularly high for 
poor urban, rural and remote resource-
dependent and Aboriginal communities. 
They not only face more adverse 
environmental and socio economic 
circumstances but also face greater health 
disparities and lower resilience to stressors.  
 
Opportunity: BC Public Health System’s 
strengths as an opportunity for leadership in 
research and adaptation policy 
 
The expertise of BC Public Health System 
in surveillance and disaster response 
planning offers an opportunity to tap into 
this expertise. Its experience in working 
with multiple agencies across federal to 
local levels will be valuable to coordinate 
policies to adapt to the health impacts of 
climate change. Further, current public 
health practice roles of prevention are 
similar to those required for climate change 
mitigation and adaptation. 
 

Principles to guide development of 
research and policy to enhance 
adaptation to the health impacts of 
climate change in BC 
 
Increase the capacity of the public health 
sector overall in proactively addressing and 
responding to the health effects of climate 
change. 
 
Carry out research to develop “Made in 
BC” models and infrastructure  
 
Basic research adapted to BC’s highly 
varied climate is needed to a) develop and 
refine datasets and tools to make better 
regional climate predictions and understand 
how they can impact health, b) provide clear 
understanding between climate change and 
diseases that are common in BC, c) 
Facilitate and develop the utility of existing 
health databases for climate change and 
health research. 
 
Focus climate change and health research 
on vulnerable communities 
 
Since the impact of climate change will be 
greatest in vulnerable communities and sub-
populations. These communities and sub-
populations should be proactively identified 
and prioritized for research and adaptation 
policy. 
 
Educate and mobilize public as well as 
health and other professionals.  
 
The success of adaptation policy would 
depend on general public’s perception of 
risk and the consequent need for changes. 
Therefore, fostering strong collaborations 
among stakeholders and developing strong 
policies to promote transfer of knowledge 
from researchers to stakeholders is 
important. 
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Develop new capacity and partnerships 
across government, regional health 
authorities and non-government agencies as 
well as an enhance surveillance role for 
public health authorities.  
 
Public Health must assume a leadership role 
given its credibility, skills and experience, to 
coordinate policies to adapt to the health 
impacts of climate change. Current surveys 
show that Public Health in BC is at least 
partly aware of the challenges ahead, but is 
very limited in the resources and personnel 
specifically directed towards adaptation to 
reduce health impacts. 
 
 
Better understand the future impacts of 
climate change on health services 

 
Extreme events will stress the health system 
and can put vulnerable assets at risk. 
Planning for the operational continuity of 

the system in addition to enhanced 
emergency response following such events 
is needed. Climate change will likely widen 
existing health disparities across regions. 
Therefore, planning to ensure equitable 
access to health services is also required. To 
this effect, BC linked Health Database can 
be a research resource for monitoring 
changes in access and equitable availability 
of health services across regions especially 
for baseline studies on rural and remote 
vulnerable communities. The extent of these 
social vulnerabilities needs to be linked to 
the geographical vulnerabilities (e.g. flood 
plain, dead forest fire hazards, etc) in order 
to provide a complete risk profile for the 
province. 
 
 
 
-Tim Takaro, Bimal Chhetri, Jennifer  
Pouliotte    Apr. 2014
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Table 1. Climate related health hazards in BC 
 

Health Hazard Principle population 
impacted 

Responsible sector and policy 
opportunity 

Temperature: Increased impacts 
from heat events and other weather 
extremes  

Urban ( Vulnerable: seniors, 
young, low income)  

Early warning systems including 
community design and monitoring 
systems  

Increased Ground level ozone, 
airborne allergens, particulate 
pollutants (range fires): 
Respiratory and cardiovascular 
illness due to air pollution, asthma or 
COPD exacerbation  

 

Urban  (Vulnerable: seniors, 
young, low income) 
Rural (Vulnerable airshed 
topography, dry conditions, 
deadwood)  

Early warning, vehicle and point 
source pollution controls and public 
and alternative transit promotion, 
range fire management  

Floods, heavy rainfall, sea-level 
rise, storm surge, landslide: Injury, 
drowning, loss of agricultural lands 

  

Coastal, riverine and low 
lying communities, mental 
health disability  

Research, improved prediction, 
warning and response  

Extreme weather including 
drought and flooding, increased 
variability in precipitation:  
Increased food & water borne illness, 
reduced water & food security 

  

All regions, those  w/ mental 
health disability, low-income, 
rural  

Research, disease surveillance, 
watershed protection, engineering, 
increased food and water security  

Shift in infectious disease patterns: 
Bacterial and viral contamination, 
vector borne illness  

All regions, those  w/ mental 
health disability  

Research, disease surveillance and 
monitoring of vectors and reservoirs  

Social-ecological determinants of 
health: Indirect health effects from 
socio-economic changes 
displacement  

Rural and remote, low-
income, those  w/ mental 
health disability  

Prioritize adaptation strategies 
towards rural and remote 
communities,  environmental 
migrants, other disadvantaged 
populations  

 

 
 


