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Theoretical Background and Health Challenges

Climate change has emerged as a pressing public health concern worldwide, with its effects
already visible across multiple sectors. As societies age, a growing number of older adults are
becoming directly exposed to the adverse health consequences of climate-related events. The first
part of this presentation outlines the primary threats facing the elderly in the context of a changing
climate.

The increasing frequency and intensity of heatwaves pose a particularly severe risk.
Thermoregulation declines with age, and many older adults take medications - such as diuretics or
beta-blockers - that impair heat tolerance. The European heatwave of 2003 resulted in over 70,000
excess deaths, most of which occurred among older populations. Similar events are projected to
become more common and more deadly in the coming decades.

Air pollution, particularly fine particulate matter (PM2.5) and ozone, is another growing
concern. These pollutants worsen respiratory diseases such as COPD and asthma, and contribute
to cardiovascular complications - both of which are prevalent in older age. Exposure to polluted
air triggers oxidative stress and systemic inflammation, which further compromise the health of
vulnerable individuals.

Climate-sensitive infectious diseases are also spreading into new geographic regions due
to rising temperatures and changing ecosystems. The elderly are especially at risk due to
immunosenescence, the natural weakening of the immune system with age. Emerging threats such
as West Nile virus and zoonotic infections now pose increasing risks in Central Europe as well.

Nutrition and water security are under threat as well. Drought, soil degradation, and
unstable food supply chains lead to increased prices and reduced access to essential nutrients. Older
adults - already at risk of malnutrition due to physiological, functional, and socioeconomic factors
- are disproportionately affected. At the same time, clean water shortages and contamination events

heighten the risk of dehydration and renal dysfunction, particularly during heatwaves.
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The mental health impacts of climate change are also significant. Natural disasters like
floods, fires, and storms can cause trauma, anxiety, and depression. Older adults, especially those
living alone or with cognitive decline, are highly vulnerable to social isolation and mental health
deterioration. “Climate anxiety” and fear about displacement or loss of independence are emerging
phenomena in this age group.

Finally, healthcare systems themselves are increasingly strained by climate-related
stressors. During heatwaves and emergencies, hospitals and emergency departments face surges in
patient numbers, while staff and infrastructure are often underprepared to handle the added burden.
Older adults typically require more time- and resource-intensive care, which intensifies these

pressures.
Practical Adaptation Strategies for Healthcare in a Changing Climate

Understanding these challenges is not enough-adaptation and preparedness are essential,
especially within healthcare systems. The second part of this presentation focuses on actionable
solutions that healthcare professionals, institutions, and communities can implement to protect
older adults.

A top priority is the implementation of early warning systems that can notify vulnerable
populations and their caregivers in advance of extreme weather conditions. In primary care,
heatwave protocols should be established to identify high-risk patients, adjust medications if
needed, and promote fluid intake and cooling measures during high temperatures.

Improving the thermal resilience of living and care environments is equally crucial. This
includes installing shading, natural ventilation, air conditioning, and improving insulation in homes
and care facilities. Urban planning should prioritize green spaces, shaded public areas, and
accessible cooling centers, especially in neighborhoods with high proportions of older residents.

Training and raising awareness among healthcare professionals is vital. Medical and
nursing curricula, as well as continuing education programs, should incorporate modules on
climate-related health risks. These include recognizing signs of heat exhaustion, dehydration,
respiratory distress, and exacerbation of chronic conditions. Cross-sector collaboration with social
workers and caregivers can also improve outcomes.

Public education and patient communication play an essential role. Older adults and
their families should receive practical guidance on staying safe during heatwaves - such as staying
hydrated, dressing appropriately, and recognizing warning signs of illness. Health professionals
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should also explain how climate factors might influence chronic disease management and
medication safety.

Community-based approaches are critical to reaching isolated or immobile elderly
individuals. Municipal and civil organizations, together with primary care teams, can coordinate
home visits, welfare checks, and targeted outreach during climate events. Examples of good
practice include phone check-ins during heat alerts, or establishing climate-friendly senior centers
that offer safe, cool spaces.

Intersectoral cooperation between the health and social sectors is essential. Protecting
older adults cannot rely solely on hospital-based care. A coordinated response - including
accessible home care services, social outreach, and age-friendly community design - is needed to

support adaptation and healthy ageing in a warming Earth.
Conclusion

Climate change is not only an environmental or economic crisis - it is fundamentally a
public health issue, especially in ageing societies. Preserving the health and dignity of older adults
amid climate challenges requires proactive prevention, community involvement, and resilient
healthcare systems. By implementing practical, evidence-based strategies, we can reduce harm and

promote a safe, healthy, and empowered later life for current and future generations.
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