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Extreme heat

Kills more Australians 
than any other 
climate disaster

Planet is getting 
hotter

Fossil fuel pollution  
worsens global 
heating

If we do nothing -
heatwaves will get 
hotter, happen more 
often, last longer

We must act on global heating
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Heat wave 
definition

A heat wave is:

• The maximum AND minimum temperatures 
are unusually hot over 3 days. 

• compared to the local climate and past 
weather.

This can lead to:
• heat stress, a critical factor in human health 
• Affects on infrastructure such as public 

transport & electricity supply.



Heat wave 
intensity

Intensity is measured using Excess Heat Factor 
(EHF)

• Low-intensity heatwaves are frequent during 
summer. Most people can cope

• Severe heatwaves are less frequent. More 
challenging for vulnerable people. 

• Extreme heatwaves are rare. They are a 
problem for people who don't take precautions to 
keep cool – even for healthy people. Anyone 
who works or exercises outdoors can be at risk.



• feeling uncomfortable from heat
• weakness
• tiredness
• cramps
• dizziness



• high internal body temperature(>38℃)
• reduced amount of sweating because 

of insufficient fluid in the body
• nausea
• vomiting
• headache
• fainting



• very high internal body temperature 
(>40.5℃)

• confusion
• reduced alertness
• red, hot dry skin



Other health 
effects

• Worsen chronic disease 
• Heart attacks and strokes
• Aggravate lung disease – increased 

asthma & emphysema attacks

• Kidney disease – dehydration, poor 
blood flow

• Kidney stones

• Increased risk of poor pregnancy 
outcomes:  premature birth, low birth 
weight, stillbirth



Other health 
effects

Mental health
• People feel lethargic or irritable
• Reduced sleep quality
• Increased stress & anger
• Those with mental health or cognitive 

diseases more prone to effects of heat
• Suicide risk 

Social dysfunction
• Domestic violence & assault
• Alcohol consumption



Other health 
effects

Skin diseases 
• e.g. eczema, skin infections, prickly heat

Infectious diseases 
• Waterborne and foodborne disease
• Urinary tract infections
• Mosquito breeding

o dengue fever 
o Ross River fever

• Algae and bacteria blooms in sea or freshwater –
o skin and eye irritation
o nausea, vomiting
o muscle weakness
o severe illness



Other health 
effects

Health risks 
continue for days 
after weather 
has cooled



High humidity High night-time 
temperatures

High temperatures 
early in the season

Disruptions to 
essential 
services

Smog Bushfires

What makes 
extreme heat 
even more 
dangerous?



Demographics
• Young age
• Older age
• Pregnant or breastfeeding

• Homeless / poor housing
• Financially disadvantaged 
• Socially isolated
• Unable to move around

Who is 
most at 
risk?



Medical
• Chronic medical conditions
• Fever, vomiting, diarrhoea
• Some medications

Occupation / activity
• Work outdoors 
• Exercise strenuously

Who is 
most at 
risk?



Austin Hospital Emergency Department study 
Dr Paul Yates, Dr Andrew Huynh, Mr Mark Zhong

Methods



Results – elevated maximum temperature

§ There was no significant association of elevated maximum temperature 
and ED presentations in all ages group or 65+ year old group



Results – elevated mean daily temperature

§ Elevated mean daily temperature (>30ºC) was associated with greater ED 
presentations for 65+ year olds (p=0.002)



Results – elevated minimum temperature

§ Elevated minimum temperature (>22ºC) was associated with greater ED 
presentations for 65+ year olds (p<0.001)



Stay safe in 
the heat:

Plan ahead

Plan ahead for hot weather, including 
power failures

Keep an eye on the forecast

Keep strenuous activity to cooler 
parts of the day

Stay informed of emergency warnings 
and advice

Medications – plan with your GP



Keep cool 
and stay 
hydrated

Drink plenty of fluids. Avoid alcohol. 
Wear light, loose clothing.

Seek shade - may be cooler outside

Keep as much sun out as possible

Use electric fans to keep cool – but 
don’t use >40°C

Set air conditioning to 27°C with extra 
fan



Keep cool 
and stay 
hydrated

Use cool public areas like community 
centres & libraries

Cool showers, splash cold water or 
dampen your clothing

Do not leave anyone in parked cars —
especially children and pets

Shade and water for pets too

Air buildings whenever it is cooler 
outside



Community 
level

BOM, Vic Emergency

Safe places

Department of Health
Vulnerable person register

ABC radio

Emergency response, Healthservices





Look out for 
others & know 
what to do in 
emergencies

• Stay in touch with family 
and friends, especially if 
they are at higher risk

• Learn first aid for 
heatstroke and heat 
exhaustion

• Phone ‘000’ in a life-
threatening emergency



Climate 
action –
mitigation &
adaptation

Cut greenhouse 
gas pollution

Use renewable 
energy instead

Protect the 
natural world



Urban 
planning & 
design

Better insulation, ventilation and 
shading of buildings

More trees and greenery

Fewer hard surfaces

Improved public transport, including 
shading for waiting passengers

Improved shading of paths for 
walkers and cyclists



• Individual health advice is not enough
• Many people can’t afford or don’t have access 

to strategies
• Whole suburbs and regions are affected –

urban heat island effect
• Social justice issue eg: 

o Renters
o Workplaces
o Bus stops

https://swelteringcities.org/

Climate 
resilience

https://swelteringcities.org/


Healthcare 
sustainability

Healthcare sector:
• is responsible for 7% of Australia’s total emissions 
• contributes to waste & resource consumption, 

• has a responsibility to lead mitigation 
ie. ‘First do no harm’

• DEA works to address these issues e.g. all 
electric hospitals guide

• Along with:
o Federal, States & territory governments
o AMA
o Climate & Health Alliance
o Global Green & Health Hospitals
o Hospitals, general practice
o Specialist colleges 



Air 
quality

Curb climate 
change

Connect 
to 

country
Physical 

activity

Mental 
health

Child 
development

Make 
rainClean water

Shade / 
Cooling Pollinators



Adaptation –
Relocation? Various programs of research and education

Study of relocation 
• When / who / why
• Factors – heat, natural disasters
• Economic / access
• Essential services

Study of doctors in the Northern Territory



Local action



Climate 
action

Cut greenhouse 
gas pollution

Use renewable 
energy instead

Protect the 
natural world



Doctors for the Environment Australia 

Doctors for the Environment Australia (DEA) is an 
organisation of doctors who recognise that human 

health and wellbeing require an environment; free of 
pollution, capable of providing nutritious food, rich in 

biodiversity, and able to provide for current and future 
generations sustainably.


