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Swelen Andari

Climate Change and Planetary Health

Climate change presents significant threats to human health, driving increasingly severe impacts
on the physical health'?, mental health and psychosocial well-being of people in Canada®* and
across the world®. Our reliance on fossil fuels, deforestation, and activities that create pollution are
driving these changes and intensifying their effects*. These include increased average
temperatures, more frequent and intense extreme weather events (i.e., floods, storms and
wildfires), loss of biodiversity, food and water insecurity, and loss of place and culture?*. Without
stronger efforts to mitigate damage and adapt to changing conditions, mental health challenges in
Canada are expected to rise3®.

Research shows that the mental health impacts of climate change are not experienced equally, as
they are deeply linked with environmental justice issues and shaped by a complex interplay
between social and ecological determinants of health*®. Climate hazards interact with social
determinants, worsening existing systemic disparities such as income inequality, housing
insecurity, limited healthcare access, and systemic discrimination®. These factors increase
vulnerability to both physical and mental health impacts. Consequently, populations already facing
social and structural inequities are likely to bear the greatest burden of mental health and
psychosocial impacts from the climate crisis®. Groups particularly at risk include First Nations,
Inuit and Métis peoples, Black and racialized communities, children and youth, older adults, people
living with poverty or homelessness, those with disabilities and pre-existing mental health
conditions™2.

As climate change drives more frequent and intense extreme weather events, the likelihood of
experiencing overlapping or successive climate-related disasters grows®. Cumulative exposure
can overwhelm individuals, communities, and systems, diminishing their ability to adapt and
respond effectively’. The cumulative experience of anticipating and experiencing threats reduces
the capacity of individuals and communities to recover and address systemic drivers of climate
change®.

Climate Change Impacts for Toronto

Cities with populations over one million face heightened risks to public health and well-being as
extreme climate events interact with complex urban infrastructure systems®. Dense populations,
the urban heat island effect, proximity to coasts and inland waterways'? all increase a city’s
vulnerability to extreme weather'’. In Toronto, the frequency of wildfire smoke, reduced air quality,
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rising temperatures, flooding, and storms has increased, placing additional stress on residents’
health and well-being. The number of extreme heat days (i.e., temperatures are above 30°C) in
Toronto have risen from an average of eight days in the 1950s to 18 days per year®. If global
emissions trends remain unchanged, Toronto could face 46 additional extreme heat days annually
by 204972, along with increased precipitation and extreme storms. These changes are expected to
cause flooding and erosion, infrastructure damage, degradation of habitat and water quality, with
associated disruptions to services and the economy® 13

Climate hazards interact with existing social disparities across Toronto neighbourhoods, creating
complex risks for community mental health and resilience. The City’s Heat Vulnerability Index
demonstrates that heat exposure, sensitivity, and adaptive capacity are unevenly distributed
across Toronto'. Demographic and socioeconomic differences along with variations in land use
and greenspace, all contribute to neighbourhood vulnerability. Low-income and racialized
neighbourhoods are especially impacted by extreme heat, as they often have fewer parks and
trees™.

Climate Change and Mental Health & Well-Being: How they Intersect

Climate change can impact mental health in a variety of ways, from worsening existing conditions
to triggering new stressors like anxiety, complicated grief, depression, post-traumatic stress,
survivor guilt, and recovery fatigue®*. It can also weaken people’s sense of community cohesion,
belonging, and purpose, leading to higher levels of stress, suicidal thoughts, increased hospital
visits, and harmful coping behaviours such as substance use or aggression®#. These effects may
emerge immediately after exposure to extreme weather events, or may take months or years to
appear”.

Understanding how people respond to climate change and related environmental risks is essential
to addressing the mental health and well-being challenges they present. Individuals report a wide
range of complex emotions in response to the climate crisis, biodiversity loss and species
extinction, ranging from despair and grief to hope and empowerment?'6. New terms such as
“climate emotions”, “eco-anxiety”, “eco-grief”, and “solastasia” have emerged to describe these
reactions, which are collectively referred to as “climate-related distress” 3. These responses could
be considered understandable and adaptive reactions to the threat posed by climate change and
some may argue that framing them as mental health issues may be unhelpful, as it risks
prioritizing individualized solutions rather than the bigger systemic changes needed to address
root causes of climate change 276, Nonetheless, without effective coping strategies, such distress
can impair daily functioning and increase the risk of mental health challenges?.

Climate-related distress exists on a spectrum. For some, strong emotions may become
overwhelming, leading to paralysis, avoidance and denial in response to the scale of the issue. For
others, these feelings may promote agency and mobilization, empowering people to take pro-
environmental actions’”'8. In this sense, climate-related distress could have some positive
community benefits through the emergence of active hope, civic engagement, and collective
efficacy, ultimately strengthening community belonging and post-traumatic growth?4.
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There are several complex pathways in which climate change impacts mental health?:

Direct Impacts of Climate Change on Mental Health

Direct exposure to extreme weather events can trigger acute stress, anxiety, depression, sleep
disorders, burnout, and loneliness?3. These effects may be long-lasting. For example, individuals
previously exposed to floods may experience anxiety during heavy rainfall or when other serious
weather advisories are issued’®. Heatwaves are consistently linked with higher rates of suicide,
increased hospital visits for mental illness, and poorer overall mental health and well-being across
communities™.

Indirect Impacts of Climate Change on Mental Health

Climate change exacerbates socioeconomic, environmental, political and physical conditions?.
Climate hazards can cause economic instability, displacement, and shortages of food and water,
leading to ongoing stress, anxiety, and depression?2. Children and youth are particularly affected
by the disruptions caused by extreme weather events on education, a key determinant of mental
health?. Air pollution and extreme temperatures also disproportionally impact children, expectant
mothers, older adults and people with disabilities or pre-existing health conditions, limiting their
outdoor activities and increasing risks of social isolation?2. Climate hazards can also disrupt
access to health, social, and community supports and services®. On a political level, insufficient
action on climate change by governments, corporations and institutions can foster political apathy
and disengagement, especially among young people?, which in turn reduces motivation for
political action and reinforces policies that exacerbate the crisis?°.

Overarching Impacts of Climate Change on Mental Health

Mental health impacts are not limited to those directly or indirectly exposed to climate events.
Simply having knowledge, awareness, and anticipation of climate change can also impact mental
health and well-being?. Information received through education, family, peers, the media, and
culture can influence their emotional responses, both positively and negatively?. A global survey of
10,000 youth aged 16-25 across 10 countries found that more than 45 per cent felt climate change
was negatively affecting their daily life and functioning, with many reporting frequent negative
thoughts. For example, 75 per cent said the future feels frightening and 83 per cent believed
people have failed to care for the planet?'. Reflecting similar concerns locally, a survey of 10,145
Ontario students in grades 7 to 12 found that 44.5 per cent felt depressed about the future
because of climate change?2.

Conclusion

Climate change poses a growing threat to mental well-being by exacerbating existing social
determinants, such as housing conditions and food insecurity, and introducing novel social and
psychological impacts such as climate anxiety and grief. Addressing this requires a
comprehensive approach to climate resilience that prioritizes psychosocial well-being through
expanded social supports and services, enhanced mental health literacy, cross-sector
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collaboration, and culturally relevant supports®#. By understanding the complex pathways through
which climate change affects mental health and identifying the factors that exacerbate
vulnerability, we can target effective public health action and intervention®. Prioritizing solutions
that deliver co-benefits for mental health, climate action, and equity will address the multifaceted
social and ecological determinants of health at play??, strengthening protective factors for
psychosocial health in Toronto. A focus on prevention will reduce vulnerability, empower
communities, and transform climate-related distress into positive, collective action?.
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