
 
 

Climate Change and Health 
 

Protecting Americans from Climate Change and its Adverse Effects on Health 
 
Climate change poses a significant and escalating threat to Americans, with far-reaching consequences for both 
individuals’ health and the social and economic systems that support public health and behavioral medicine. 
Rising temperatures, more frequent extreme weather events, and worsening air quality are increasing exposure 
to harmful hazards while also placing strain on healthcare systems and communities. These impacts are driving 
increases in respiratory disease, cardiovascular illness, infectious disease, mental health conditions, and 
premature mortality. Our most vulnerable populations, including children, older adults, and low-income 
communities, are facing the highest risks. 
 
Climate change is also amplifying existing public health threats. Warmer temperatures and changing weather 
patterns contribute to higher concentrations of ground-level ozone and particulate matter, increase the 
frequency and severity of wildfires, and alter agricultural conditions in ways that can increase pesticide use and 
human exposure. Extreme weather events are also becoming more frequent, with the last four decades 
experiencing more than 400 weather and climate disasters that have caused nearly $3 trillion in damages, or 
roughly $64.8 billion annually. In addition, harmful physical, chemical, biological, and radiological 
contaminants continue to pose significant risks to human health, with exposure to air pollution and pesticides 
contributing to a wide range of acute and chronic diseases. 
 
Beyond their direct health effects, these hazards also shape the behaviors that are essential to individual health 
and well-being. Extreme weather can limit opportunities for physical activity, contributing to more sedentary 
lifestyles. Air pollution and climate-related changes to agriculture, including increased pesticide use and 
exposure, can reduce food availability, diminish nutritional quality, and threaten food security. Together, these 
interconnected factors undermine the ability of behavioral medicine to prevent, diagnose, and treat both 
physical and mental health conditions. Addressing these challenges requires comprehensive policies that 
reduce harmful exposures, strengthen environmental health protections, and safeguard the health and well-
being of communities nationwide. 
 
Air Pollution 
Nearly half of children in the U.S.– about 33.5 million–are negatively affected by air pollution. Air pollution is 
a combination of elements including carbon dioxide (CO2), methane (CH4), nitrogen dioxide (NO2), sulfur 
dioxide (SO2), carbon monoxide (CO), ozone (O3), and particulate matter (PM). This pollution drives climate 
change and reduces our air quality. Prolonged exposure to these elements is a leading cause of upper 
respiratory illness, asthma, chronic disease, and cancer, particularly among children, and estimates show that 
healthcare costs related to air pollution cost the U.S. more than $800 billion dollars per year. Wildfires, which 
are drastically amplified by climate change conditions, add another layer of risk. The health impacts of wildfire 
smoke include respiratory stress, worsening of asthma, and increased risk for heart attack, stroke, and irregular 
heartbeat.  
 
Pesticides 
Pesticides are chemical or biological agents designed to destroy, repel, or control pests that interfere with 
agriculture, homes and workplaces. In the U.S., over a billion pounds of pesticides are used each year. Pesticide 
drift is found in our food and drinking water systems, contaminates our air and soil, and contributes to 
occupational health disparities. Farmworker, agricultural, low income, and minoritized communities 
experience high exposures to pesticides. Children are particularly vulnerable to pesticide exposure because 
their brains, organs, and immune systems are still developing. Further, they spend more time outdoors, are 
closer to the ground where exposure may be more likely, and children eat, drink, and breathe more relative to 
their body weight.  



 
 

 
Rising temperatures and pesticide exposure are compounding threats, especially for children. As temperatures 
rise and drought conditions intensify, crops face more stress and natural pest controls break down, prompting 
heavier application of pesticides more frequently. Simultaneously, higher temperatures accelerate the 
evaporation of pesticides, increasing human exposure through inhalation and skin absorption. In addition, 
expert models projected that drinking water will exceed legal limits of pesticide concentration, leading to a 
heightened association with health risks as overall exposure to agricultural contaminants increases.  
 
Exposure to pesticides is linked to poorer adverse birth outcomes (e.g., preterm birth, congenital anomalies, 
low birth weight) as well as developmental, cognitive (brain development), and behavioral outcomes. Pesticide 
exposure is also associated with endocrine disruption, immune and respiratory effects, learning disabilities, 
attention and behavior problems, lower IQ, and increased risk of certain cancers in children.  
 
Transportation 
Transportation is the leading source of carbon pollution that contributes to asthma attacks, lung and heart 
disease, and adverse reproductive and neurologic outcomes. Shifting from driving to active modes of travel—
walking, bicycling, wheeling and public transit—can substantially reduce chronic diseases including 
cardiovascular disease and osteoporosis. Areas safe for biking, walking, and wheeling also provide 
opportunities for healthy physical activity. 
 
Now more than ever, swift congressional action is needed to mitigate the health impacts of climate change. 
Investment in local, state, and federal public health and transportation agencies is essential to protect 
Americans from the growing health risks caused by climate change. Major deregulatory actions, such as the 
repeal of the Greenhouse Gas (GHG) Endangerment Finding, weaken longstanding public health and 
environmental protections and are likely to increase climate-related healthcare costs and environmental 
damage over the long term.  
 
Recommendations: 
 

• Congress should modernize Clean Air Standards by updating the Clean Air Act to lower limits on fine 
particulate matter and ozone, and to bolster the EPA's regulatory oversight to mitigate both outdoor 
and indoor air contaminants. Congress should also adopt recommendations from the Wildland Fire 
Mitigation and Management Commission to reduce smoke pollution and mitigate wildfire emissions. 
 

• Congress should direct the EPA, CDC, NIEHS, and USGS to a unified pesticide exposure monitoring 
framework with common data standards, shared methodologies, and mandatory public reporting, 
backed by dedicated appropriations rather than reprogrammed budgets. CDC's National Biomonitoring 
Program should be required to expand tracking of pesticide metabolites in children and pregnant 
persons, with data disaggregated by race, income, and geography to expose the disproportionate 
burdens in agricultural and low-income communities. EPA should be required to establish 
concentration thresholds that when exceeded at a regional level, automatically trigger a formal pesticide 
safety review, closing the current gap where monitoring data carries no mandatory regulatory 
consequence. 
 

• Congress should increase and restore funding for public transit capital costs, operational improvement, 
growth of transit agencies, and addressing the public transit maintenance backlog. As part of a multi-
prong strategy, Congress must also fund connected walking, biking, and trails infrastructure and 
programs, and policies to make walking, biking, and wheeling safer to reduce pedestrian and bicyclist 
injuries and fatalities. 


