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 M
alaria is responsible for over one 
million deaths a year worldwide, 
according to the World Health Or-
ganization (who). Sub-Saharan 
Africa is worst-affected. The Joint 
un Programme on hiv/aids  and 
the who estimate that 33 million 

people were living with hiv at 
the end of 2007. During that 
year, around two million peo-
ple died of aids. Two thirds 
of hiv infections are in sub-
Saharan Africa.

The Intergovernmental Pan-
el on Climate Change (ipcc) 
has concluded that anthro-
pogenic climate change is 
currently contributing to the 
global burden of disease and 
premature deaths. At this early stage, the 
ipcc considers that “the effects are small 
but are projected to progressively increase 
in all countries and regions.” 

The challenge for politicians and plan-
ners is to identify measures that can ease 
the climate threat to future health without 

diverting resources away from what are, in 
the here and now, more pressing concerns 
for much of the world’s population, such as 
malaria and hiv/aids. 

Two suggestions emerge from the discus-
sion in this special issue of Tiempo. 

First, as the ipcc has also pointed out, 
there is a lack - a lamentable 
lack - of basic data regard-
ing human health in the de-
veloping world. In a desert of 
hard information, efforts to 
improve the present-day situ-
ation rest on foundations of 
sand and there can be little 
hope of developing an effec-
tive long-term response to glo-
bal warming.

Second, there is a need for 
greater integration and coordination. Ex-
amples abound at all levels. Climate data 
should be held alongside health statistics 
in medical databanks. Health concerns have 
to be an integral part of all climate impact 
studies, not treated as a separate issue. The 
climate treaty secretariat must intensify its 

efforts in reaching out to other parts of the 
UN system, those responsible for health is-
sues in this instance.

Our success or failure in improving hu-
man health over coming years will deter-
mine the outcome of our efforts to adapt 
to the changing environment. A weakened 
population will be less able to adapt to 
climate stress. 

Yet it’s sad but true - malaria and hiv/
aids don’t capture the media headlines, 
nor the attention of politicians and even 
the scientific community, as does the latest 
apocalyptic tale of climate woe. Perhaps 
if they did, we’d be a good step further in 
responding effectively to both of these criti-
cal issues.

Foundations of sand

the final word

Mick Kelly consi-
ders the challenge 
of reconciling cur-
rent health priorities 
with the demands 
of meeting the long-
term threat of cli-
mate change
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