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The impact of disasters on health

In 2013 330 natural triggered disasters were registered. This was both 

less than the average annual disaster frequency observed from 2003 to 

2012 (388), and represented a decrease in associated human impacts of 

disasters which were, in 2013, at their lowest level since 16 years .
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Climate change

Climate change alone poses a daunting challenge. No matter what steps the 

global  community takes to mitigate carbon emissions, a warmer climate is 

inevitable. The effects are already being felt today and will intensify as 

climate change worsens.

All of the world’s regions and nations will experience some of the effects of 

this transformational challenge.

Here’s just one case in point: 

African states are likely to be 

the most vulnerable to multiple 

stresses, with up to 250 million 

people projected to suffer from 

water and food insecurity and, 

in low-lying areas, a rising sea 

level. As little as 1 percent of 

Africa’s land is located in low-

lying coastal zones but this land 

supports 12 percent of its urban 

population.



Migrations and disasters

 Furthermore, a majority of people in Africa live in lower altitudes—

including the Sahel, the area just south of the Sahara—where the 

worst effects of water scarcity, hotter temperatures, and longer dry 

seasons are expected to occur.

 These developments may well be exacerbated by the lack of state 

and regional capacity to manage the effects of climate change. 

These same dynamics haunt many nations in Asia and the 

Americas, too, and the implications for developed countries such 

as the United States and much of Europe will be profound.



 The 2009 report by the International Organization for Migration 
produced in cooperation with the United Nations University and 
the Climate Change, Environment and Migration Alliance also 
notes that “migration can result from different environmental 
factors, among them gradual environmental degradation 
(including desertification, soil and coastal erosion) and natural 
disasters (such as earthquakes, floods or tropical storms).

 Clearly, then, climate change is expected to aggravate many 
existing migratory pressures around the world. Indeed associated 
extreme weather events resulting in drought, floods, and disease 
are projected to increase the number of sudden humanitarian 
crises and disasters in areas least able to cope, such as those 
already mired in poverty or prone to conflict.
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Defining climate migrants

The temporal aspect of climate migration further complicates the 
categorization of climate migrants, resulting in at least three 
major types of climate migrants:

 Those temporarily dislocated due to disasters, whether natural 
or manmade

 Those permanently displaced due to drastic environmental 
changes, such as the construction of dams

 Those who migrate based on the gradual deterioration of 
environmental conditions





Health security
“New diseases are global threats to health that  also 

cause shocks to economies and societies. 

Defence against these threats enhances our 

collective security. Communities also need health 

security. This means provision of the fundamental 

prerequisites for health: enough food, safe water, 

shelter, and access to essential health care and 

medicines. These essential needs must also be met 

when emergencies or disasters occur.”

– Dr Margaret Chan

WHO Director-General





A crucial initial step for a public health emergency response is to establish 

adequate disease surveillance systems that take into account the inherent 

disruption of the public health infrastructure. Outbreaks are prevented when 

public health can detect increases in diarrheal, respiratory, and other 

communicable diseases early and rapidly. Therefore, responders will need to 

use pre-impact epidemiologic information, such as baseline (expected) 

frequencies and distributions of disease (ie, incidence, prevalence, and 

mortality), known risks, immunization coverage for vaccine preventable 

diseases, and awareness (education) among the community to plan and 

implement the response.


