
 

Heat wave a glimpse of climate change's
impact in N. America

March 1 2022, by Gillian Flaccus

  
 

  

The sun shines near the Space Needle, Monday, June 28, 2021, in Seattle as
Seattle and other cities broke all-time heat records, with temperatures soaring
well above 100 degrees Fahrenheit (37.8 Celsius). Weather extremes like this
will increase in frequency and intensity in North America the coming years as
global warming accelerates, according to a United Nations Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change report. Credit: AP Photo/Ted S. Warren,File
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The U.S. Pacific Northwest was in the throes of a record-shattering heat
wave last summer when a woman in her 70s was wheeled into an
emergency room with symptoms of a life-threatening heat stroke.

Desperate to cool her, Dr. Alexander St. John grabbed a body bag, filled
it with ice from the hospital kitchen and zipped the woman inside.
Within minutes, her body temperature dropped and her symptoms
improved.

"I've never had to do that before. It was surreal," said St. John. "Twenty
years ago, it seems like we would talk about climate change as something
that would happen over the coming generations—and all of a sudden it
seems to be accelerating to the point where we're all experiencing it in
real time."

The technique was used to save several other patients at Seattle's
Harborview Medical Center during the five-day heat wave last June that
saw temperatures spike as high as 118 degrees Fahrenheit (48 degrees
Celsius) in some places and killed an estimated 600 people or more
across Oregon, Washington and western Canada.

The sweltering stretch across the normally cool region offers a glimpse
of the types of extreme weather events that will accelerate in North
America within 30 years without a coordinated effort to slow climate
change, according to a United Nations report released this week. Even if 
global warming is limited to 1.5 degrees Celsius, people across the U.S.,
Mexico and Canada will be at increasing risk of catastrophic weather
events.
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https://phys.org/tags/heat/
https://phys.org/news/2022-02-climate-atlas-human-worse-bigger.html
https://phys.org/tags/global+warming/


 

  

In this aerial photo taken from a helicopter, a wildfire burns in the mountains
north of Lytton, British Columbia, on Thursday, July 1, 2021. The wildfire that
forced people to flee a small town in British Columbia that had set record high
temperatures for Canada on three consecutive days. Weather extremes like this
will increase in frequency and intensity in North America the coming years as
global warming accelerates, according to a United Nations Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change report. Credit: Darryl Dyck/The Canadian Press via
AP,File

The report by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change lays out
how worsening global warming will endanger people's health, drive food
insecurity, spur economic upheaval and trigger migration from
increasingly uninhabitable places. Low-income and minority populations
will be the hardest hit, according to the report, exacerbating existing
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inequities.

In the West, the report forecasts intensifying drought, extreme heat and
wildfires. The Gulf Coast is expected to get more destructive hurricanes
and rising sea levels. In the Midwest and Northeast, heavier rains are
expected to cause more flooding and damage to crops.

In the summer of 2019, flooding in the U.S. Midwest and South
disrupted barge traffic on the Mississippi River and damaged cropland in
Ohio and Indiana. A different downpour and flood months earlier
crippled Offutt Air Force Base in Nebraska.

  
 

  

Mud and debris surround damaged homes after Hurricane Ida in Ironton, La., on
Sunday, Sept. 19, 2021. Weather extremes like this—as well as drought,
wildfire, flooding and diminishing air quality will increase in frequency and
intensity in North America the coming years as global warming accelerates,
according to the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
report. Credit: David Grunfeld/The Times-Picayune/The New Orleans Advocate
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via AP

The economic impacts will be profound. Warming water and ocean
acidification will disrupt commercial fisheries, extreme heat will mean
lower yields of key crops such as corn and soybeans and drought will
cause livestock losses as animals have less ground to forage, the report
found.

Since 1980, there have been 35 floods not associated with hurricanes in
the U.S. that have caused more than $1 billion in damage and more than
half of those have been since 2010, according to the National Oceanic
and Atmospheric Administration.

"We're exposed to untold damage," said Kathleen Miller, a lead author
of the report's North America chapter who studies the economic impacts
of climate change at the National Center for Atmospheric Research.

"It's time to step up and start thinking about what are our priorities and
how can we address these mounting threats," she said.
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A volunteer helps set up snacks at a cooling center established to help vulnerable
residents ride out a dangerous heat wave on Aug. 11, 2021. Weather extremes
like this will increase in frequency and intensity in North America the coming
years as global warming accelerates, according to a United Nations
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change report. Credit: AP Photo/Gillian
Flaccus, File

The report still holds out hope that people can slow climate change—or
at least adapt to blunt its effects. Prioritizing society's most vulnerable
will have the greatest impact on climate resiliency, it said.

The type of adjustments cited in the report are already underway in the
Pacific Northwest, which was not built for hot weather. In Seattle, for
example, 44% of homes have air conditioning.

After last summer's deadly heat wave, Portland officials are considering
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alarm systems in public housing that would alert building managers when
temperatures climb above 100 degrees. City officials also approved a
plan to distribute 15,000 heat pumps, which are an energy-efficient way
to cool spaces. Oregon lawmakers are also considering $15 million in
funding to boost distribution air purifiers, air conditioners and heat
pumps.

  
 

  

Dr. Alexander St. John poses for a photo at Harborview Medical Center, on
Monday, Feb. 28, 2022, in Seattle. During a heat wave in 2020 in the Pacific
Northwest, St. John, an emergency room physician, used a body bag filled with
ice from the hospital's kitchen to bring down the body temperature of a patient
that had reached 104 degrees. Credit: AP Photo/Stephen Brashear
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Longer-term discussions in the Pacific Northwest and elsewhere include
painting roof tops white and using lighter-colored pavement to repel
sunlight, planting more trees in urban centers and creating neighborhood
cooling hubs that could also be social spots.

The measures will be key for the groups hit hardest by last summer's
deadly heat wave—the elderly living alone, the disabled and the poor.

None of those who died in Portland had central air conditioning, more
than half lived in apartments and 10% lived in mobile homes, according
to data released by Multnomah County. The city's light-rail train stopped
working, making it difficult for low-income residents to reach cooling
centers hastily set up in public libraries.

An analysis of data from 1,000 residences found the average
temperature in richer homes was 75 degrees, compared with 125 degrees
in poorer homes, said Vivek Shandas, a climate professor at Portland
State University.
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https://phys.org/tags/low-income/


 

  

Dr. Alexander St. John poses for a photo in front of an ice maker in a kitchen at
Harborview Medical Center, on Monday, Feb. 28, 2022, in Seattle, where
medical assistants filled buckets with ice to be put in a body bag, in an effort to
bring down the body temperature of patient with temperature of 104 degrees
during a heat wave in the Pacific Northwest. Credit: AP Photo/Stephen Brashear
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Cars stranded in a Walmart parking lot after a flash flood on Nolensville Pike in
Nashville, Tenn., Sunday, March 28, 2021. Weather extremes like this, as well as
drought, wildfire, flooding and diminishing air quality will increase in frequency
and intensity in North America the coming years as global warming accelerates,
according to the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
report. Credit: Andrew Nelles/The Tennessean via AP, File
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Vivek Shandas, a professor of climate adaptation at Portland State University,
takes a temperature reading of almost 106 degrees in downtown Thursday, Aug.
12, 2021, in Portland, Ore., during a major, multi-day heat wave. Weather
extremes like this will increase in frequency and intensity in North America the
coming years as global warming accelerates, according to a United Nations
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change report. Credit: AP Photo/Nathan
Howard, File

That shows how those with resources can "further isolate themselves and
safeguard themselves," he said.

Renee Salas, an emergency room doctor and a fellow at Harvard
University's Center for Climate, Health, and the Global Environment,
noted that health risks are increasingly not only from heat, but from
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worsening wildfires that send smoke plumes thousands of miles across
North America and rising temperatures that could foster the spread of
diseases by mosquitoes and ticks such as dengue fever, West Nile and
Lyme disease.

Adaptation will mean considering climate change as a secondary
diagnosis for many patients and treating it accordingly, Salas said. In the
future, doctors might write prescriptions for air purifiers or heat pumps
the way they do for medications and a national system of health records
could help keep medical treatment consistent for patients who become
climate refugees.

"There are so many things that we can do in order to optimally identify
who's most at risk and to then help protect them," she said. "The time to
do that is now, when we're already beginning to see the impact."

© 2022 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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