
 three-kilometre-
thick brown haze of 
pollution stretching 
from Afghanistan to Sri 

Lanka is responsible for tens of 
thousands of premature deaths 
a year. Pollution and particles 
from forest burning, home � res 
and industrial emissions collect 
in the atmosphere and create a 
gargantuan block of smog over 
some of the most populous 
countries in the world.

� e impact of  the �Asian 
Brown Cloud� is manifold. It 
directly a� ects rainfall, traps heat 
in the short term and reduces the 
amount of sunlight to agricultural 
land and crops. In the long term, 
the bulky haze cools the planet�s 
surface, helps trap pollution and 
alters rain patterns, a� ecting 
water availability and quality. It 
also kills people.

Rising pollution levels are 
already having an impact in 
Australia. Airborne particles 
from the burning of fossil fuels, 
tobacco smoke and exhaust fumes 
from cars and trucks can trigger 
attacks in asthmatics, irritate 
respiratory tracts and cause 
lung cancer. Sulphur dioxide 
from fossil fuel combustion also 
irritates breathing systems, causes 
bronchitis and exacerbates lung 
and heart disease, while nitrous 
oxides do the same.

But human health will be 
a� ected in other ways as the level 
of greenhouse gas emissions 
in the atmosphere increases, 
temperatures rise and weather 
patterns change. And the elderly, 

the very young and those who 
have pre-existing medical 
conditions will bear the brunt of 
a changed climate.

About 30,000 people died 
during Europe�s heatwave in 
August 2003. � e urban heat 
island e� ect means that people 
living in cities will feel the rise in 
temperature � rst. Metropolises 
are by nature jungles of concrete, 
glass and tarmac, which 
combined with heavy pollution, 
absorb and retain warmth. By 
2050, the number of people 
literally dying from the heat in 

Australia�s major cities will rise 
from 1115 a year to up to 6300.

At the other extreme, cyclones 
and storm surges could claim 
more lives and bring new diseases 
to the world�s poorest.

Last decade, 100,000 people 
across the world were killed 
in � oods and 1.2 billion were 
a� ected by them in some way. 
As � oods intensify and become 
more frequent, the death 

toll will rise, particularly in 
developing countries with poorer 
infrastructure and housing.

 Heavy rainfall can also 
contaminate drinking water 
supplies, with debris and e�  uent 
spreading water-borne diseases 
further. Many infectious diseases 
are sensitive to climate and 
some of the nastier ones, such as 
salmonella and cholera, thrive in 
warmer conditions. � e number 
of premature deaths due to 
malaria and dysentery in China, 
for instance, could treble by 2050.

Scientists predict Ross River 
Fever and Dengue Fever will 
head to southern Australia from 
the tropics as global warming 
accelerates, allowing mosquitoes 
that carry the diseases to migrate. 

� ere is also evidence 
the incidence of tick-borne 
encephalitis (in� ammation 
of the brain) will increase as 
winters warm, while short-term 
temperature spikes may trigger 
food poisoning outbreaks. A 
decline in cereal grain yields 
across the globe could also spark 
an explosion in the number of 
starving and underfed. 

Health professionals could 
be treating record numbers of 
people for depression and other 
mental illnesses, particularly in 
drought-stricken areas. 

Experts say we should prepare 
for the changes ahead. Homes 
should be better insulated against 
the coming weather extremes.  
Householders should even 
consider installing � y screens to 
ward o�  disease-carrying insects.

Air of peril ... masks offer 
protection against smog in 
Tiananmen Square (top) and 
Kuala Lumpur (left). Main 
image: haze over China in 2005
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