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CLIMATE CHANGE

Rlsmg heat: Impact on human health

ERHAPS the aumospheric
scientists' prediction of the
apocalypse due to global
warmingthatmeans a gradual rise
inworldwide temperatures caused
'by man-made gases trapping too
much heat from the sun is coming
true.Global warming is not science
fiction any more but a looming
reality, This otherwise means that
the world could be in for dramatic
«changes in climate accompanied
by major disruptions in modem
otiety, Evidences have accumu-
lated and experts have admitted
gﬁﬂt*&e&ﬁhiswurmer than itwas

100 Years ago and experts now

“agree that it is no longer a natural

IEN0MENon.

A draft report currently circu-
lated on the Internct asscrts that
the global temperature rise can

,:l\owhebiumcd at least in part, on
human activity. And this report
-'-tmmw from the International

a[;ohChmateChangc{lPCC].
respmad UN sponsored body
~made up of more than 1,500 lead-
‘ing climate experts from 60
_niations, together with representa-
tives of the governments of 113 of
the 192 member-nations. The final
report has incontrovertible cvi-
‘dence that atmospheric concen-
uation of greenhouse gases, like
carbon dioxide, methane and
nitrous oxide has far exceeddd the
usual range of the last six} lakh
years. These gases cause unusual
greenhouse effect by forming athin
shield around the earth, trapping
infra-red radiation from the sun. In
just the right quantities they keep
i~ the earth warm enough for us to
tive in. But any thickening of the
“atmosphere, as has happened in
the past 40 years, could send tem-
peratures soaring to dangerously
highlevels and trigger catastrophic
changesintheclimate.

Unless the world takes imme-
diate and draslic steps to reduce
the emissions of heat-trapping
gases, says the panel, the so-called

)

Az

Abnormal weather had caused malnutrition, weakened a;mmal immune systems and spurred the reproduction of

- viruses. Epstein, an author of WHO study, notes that once ordinarily benign microbes invade weakened animals, they

can hecome'sufficiently deadly to invade healthy populations. The real threat for people, Epstein says, may not be
single disease but a host of emerging microbes raising havoc among a host of creatures.

greenhouse effect could drive
global temperatures up as much
as 50C by the year 2100 -- an
increase in heat comparable to the
globalwarming that ended the last
Tee Age and with perhaps cqually
profound effects on climate. Huge
swaths of densely populated land
could be inundated by rising scas.
Entire ecosystems could vanish as
rainfall and temperature patierns
shift. Droughts, loods and storms
could become more severe, Says
Michael Oppenheimer, a senior
scientist with the Environmental
Defence Fund: "I think this is a
watershed moment in-the public

debateon globalwarming.”

Therecent scientific consgnsus
is based profoundly on improve-
ments in the complex computer
models that climatologists use to
test their theories, Climate experts
simulate their data on super com-
puters and look at what happens
when human generated gases --
carbon dioxide from industry and
auto exhaust, methane from
agriculture, Chlorofluoro carbons
from leaky refrigerators and spray
cans -- are pumped into the mod-
cls' virtualatmospheres.

Impacts of climate change:
Rising global temperatures arc

expected to raise sea level, and
change precipitation and other
local climate cenditions.
Changing regional climate could
alter forests, crop yields and water
supplies. It could also threaten
human health and harm birds,
fish and many types of ecosys-
tems. Desert may exiend into
existing range lands,

Tmpact on health: One of the
effects of the vnusual stretch of
weather over the past 15 years has
been to alert researchers to a new
and even more immediate threat
of the warming trend; the rapid
spread of disease bearing bugs and
pests. Climate change whether
natural or man-made may already
be spreading disease and pest-
lence according to a host of new
studies, including a major report
prepared by the World Health
Organisation and other interna-
tional institutions now being
released. On the other hand, cli-
male disruptions may be giving
newlife to such ancient scourges as
yellow fever, meningitis and chol-
era. Experiences and observations
supgest that extreme temperatures
candirectlycauselossoflife.

Moreover several serious dis-
eases appear only in warnmn areas.
Finally, warm temperatures can
increase air and water pollution
whichin turnharm human health.
The most direct impact of climate
change would be the impacts of
hotter temperature themselves.
Extremely hol temperalures
increase the number of peeple
who die in a given day for many
reasons. People with heart prob-
lem are vulnerable because one's
cardiovascular system must work
harder to keep the body cool dur-
ing hot weather, Heat exhaustion
and some respiratory problems
increasein hotteriemperatures;

Higher lemperatures also
increase the concentration of
ozone at ground level. The natural
layer of ozone in the upper atmo-
sphere blocks harmful ultraviolet
radiation [rom reaching the
carth's surface; but in the lower
atmosphere, ozone is a harmful
pollutant, Ozone damages lung,
tissue and causes parliFqur prob-

lems in people with asthma and
other lung diseases. Even modest
exposure o OZOne can cause
healthy individuals to experience
chest pains, nausea and puimn~
nary congestion.

Statistics on mortality and
hospital admission show that
death rates increase during
extremely hot days, particularly
among very old and very young
people in cities. Reports have it
thatin July 1995, a heat wave killed
more than 700 people in Chicago
alone. The incidence of cholera
epidemic that broke out in
Bangladesh in 1993 following
heavy monsoons is still fresh in
public mind. Some scientists
believe that algal blooms could
occur more frequently as tempera-
tures warm -- particularly in arcas
with polluted waters -- in which
case diseases such as cholera that
tend Lo accompany algal blooms
couldbecome morefrequent.

Global warming may also
increase the risk of some infec-
tious diseases, particularly those
that only appear in warm arcas.
Diseases that are spread by mos-
quitoes and other insects could
become more prevalent. Unusual
weither such as dry spells in wet
areas or torrential rains in nor-
mally dry spots tends to favour so-
called opportunistic pests --
rodents, insects, bacteria, proto-
zoa, viruses -- which make life
more difficult for the predators
that usually control them.
Episodes of extreme weather are
routinely followed by outbreaks of
plagues, both old and new,

In 1994 a long monsoon in
northern India followed by 90
consccutive days of 38C heat
drove rats into the cities. In the
Indian city Surat, they caused an

~outbreak of pneumonic plaghe.

The plague took a heavy toll of
lives and ultimately cost India $2
billion. Rising temperatures in
recent times allowed “Aedes
aegypli” mosquitoes to thrive
faster than earlier times. And true,
thousands across Southeast Asia
have been laid low by this tiny
insect -- the female (striped) of
this species. This mosquito carries

the virus that causes dengue fever
-- an affliction accompanied by
chilling bone pain often leading to
comatose situation. While the
disease thrived in the tropics for
more than two centuries, East
Asia's economic woes coupled
with warming trends have helped
fuel the worst outbreak in years.
Undeniably infection rales have
beenrising for years.

Even in Bangladesh we have
got to be alarmed since the
advent of air travel has scattered
"Acedes aegypti” across the globe
and at the same time increased
urbanisation has helped the
mosquito reproduce, Open sew-
ers in the metropolises which
crisscross residential arcas
including slums furnish a
weather of potential breeding
grounds. “The El Nino weather
system that has disrupted the
annual mensoon rains may have
also altered the mosquitoes
breeding patterns’, saydoctors,

Of all the infectious diseases
humans will have to contend with
as the world gets warmer, malaria
may beithe worst. -Malaria® is
already the world's most wide-
spread mosquito-borne illness.
Rising temperatures will not only
expand the range of Anopheles
mosquitoes, but make them more
active biters as well. Paul Epstein,
an epidemiologist with the
Harvard, School of Public Health,
notes that a temperature rise of 2C
would more than double mos-

‘ niated hydrocarbons® all 'suppress

quito metabolism. A 2C rise in
global temperatures could also
expand malaria's domain from 42
per cent to 60 per cent of the
planct. When temperature rises
above 40C mosquitoes begin to
die off, but at those temperatures
so do people and the crops on
which theylive,

Humans also make matters
worse for themselves by the
changes they make in their local
environments. Unusually warm
waters along with sewage poured
in the coasts of Asia and Latin
America played an important role
in the cholera epidemic that hit
Latin  America in 1991 and
Bangladesh in 1893, No body can
possibly deny that the problem
was exacerbated by the destruc-
tion of pollution-filtering man-
groves in the Bay of Bengal and
overcrowdingin the cities,

The same environment that
empower microbes also weaken
our defences against them. Heat
and increased ultra-violet radia-
tion resulting from ozone deple-
tion and pollutants like chlori-

the disecase-battling immune
systems -- both for humans and
otheranimals,

One thing was noticeable
worldwide: abnormal weather
had caused malnutrition, weak-
ened animal immyne Systems
and spurred the reprodugtion of
viruses, Epstein, also an author of
WHO study, notes that once ordi-

narily benign microbes invade
weakened animals, they can
become sufficiently deadly to
invade healthy populations. The
real threat for people, Epstein
says, maynot be single disease but
a host of emerging microbes rais-
ing havoc among a host of crea-
tures, Epstein further asserts that
diseases afflicting plants and
animals can send ripples through
cconomies and societies no less
disastrous than those affecting
humans.

There are other schuols of
thought opposing Epstein's views,
John Shales, executive director of
the Global Climate Coalition,
suggests that when the world is
faced with the pressing hezlth
problems Stémming from over-
crowded cities and the collapse of
sanitation system, the threat of
disease caused by climate change
may seem like a minor concern,
Nobodydisputes possibly the role
of poverty and over population in
spreading diseases, but since the
time scientists first raised alarms
about climate change and its
impactin the late 1980s, the inter-
national community has taken
few concrete steps 1o address the
problem. Thr. world 1s soll gam-
bling anduin offect gamhhng 100
much that'the problems in future
would not be getting so worse. Let
us hope that the bet does not get
sobigger.
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Investing in water for poverty reduction

MD SAIFUL HAQUE writes from
Stocklolm

ATER management is a
i key faclor in the global
battle to remove the

scourge of extreme poverty and 1o
build secure and prosperous lives
for hundreds of millions of people
in the developing world, Water is
both a key input to many types of
livelihood activity and a determi-
nant of the health and productiv-
ity of ecosystems on which the
poordepend. Ensuring continuity
in water flows and minimum
levels of water quality is essential
for maintaining the integrity of
ecosystems, which in turn is criti-
cal for activities such as fishing,
cattle grazing, fuelwood gather-
ing and transporting people and
goods by ferry-boat on which
many poor people depend.
Making sure that adequate and
reliable waler supplies are avail-
able for agricultural activities
including livestock, rearing,
aquaculture, horticulture and
other types of production) is a key
to poverty reduction in
Bangladesh like in all other devel-
oping countries,

This potential is often not
understood: the political promi-
nence of water issues is all too
often not translated into invest-
ment priorities. In particular,
water management actions are
poorly represented in the coun-
try's PRSMand in other key devel-
opment strategies intended to
focus national efforts on poverty
reduction and attaining the
MDGs.

investments in water are also
‘crucial for the mitigation of fac-
tors that put the poor and mast
vulnerable (especially women and
children) at risk from different
diseases, disabilities, poor nutri-
‘tign and premature death. Water-
borne and water-related discases
and conditions of ill-health
‘directly associated with water,
sanitation and hygiene are
endemic in Bangladesh like in
many other regions, which
include infectious diarrhea
fwhich, in turn, includes cholera,

chronic dysentery and a number
of other protozoal and viral infec-
tions), acute hepatitis A, E and B
typhoid and paratyphoid fevers,
malaria, intestinal helminthinfec-
tions, dengue, serious skin infec-
tions, elc.

Each year witnesses hundreds
of preventable deaths, and tens of
thousands of people ill from pre-
ventable diseases. And in all cases
the poorest are the worst hit,
which leads them to more ill-
health, and more ill-health
implies furtherimpoverishment.
" Access to safe drinking water,
combined with adequate sanita-
tion that prevents micro-
organisms and other contami-
nants from reaching sources of
drinking water and with per-
sonal hygicne such as _hand
washing and proper food han-
dling, supported by sufficient
quantities of water are the main
contributors to greatly reducing
transmission risks of many such
diseases. All measures com-
bined, ie. the supply of safe
drinking water and adequate
sanilation, improved personal

hygiene and environmental |

management aimed at disease
vectors, translate into a consid-
erable reduction of the costs of
the delivery of health services
incurred to the government, and
the costs incurred to house-
holds, directly and indirectly, as
a result of ill-health or, worse
death of family members,
Pollution from urban and
industrial waste and run-off of
agro-chemicals are also seriously
responsible for chemical contam-
ination of surface water that is
applied to fond crops and live-
stock. In Bangladesh, the rivers
and water bodies near urban
strelches are "poisonously pol-
luted due to free-style dumping of
industrial effluents and toxic
chemicals”. And most often these
industrialists and polluters are
directly linked with ruling bigwigs.
So, they don't care a damn about
any health hazards and environ-
mental hazards and laws in our
lawless society. The government
seems heedless of this slow acting,
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Making sure that enough water is available, that allocatiolJ and cost recovery mechanisms reflect the different needs
of different families and that supplies are reliable so that productive activities continue with a level of certainty can
mean that domestic water supply improvements will not only help meet health goals, they can also be critical in
meeting income, food security and other poverty reduction targets.

longrun disaster. Ordinary people
are quite helpless,

While arsenic contamination
in groundwater affecting drink-
ing and domestic water has
turned into a disaster in
Bangladesh (all the 64 districts
affected), surface rivers and
water bodies are also rapidly
getting severely polluted, Most of
the arsenic victims are poor
women and children who have to

depend on shallow groundwater
wells that are extremely affected
with high levels of arsenic pres-
ence for drinking water. They're
guite oflten forced to drink
arsenic contaminated water and
can hardly afford any medical
treatinent or piped/improved
water. With increasing popula-
tion and poverty, it's the poorest
{mainly women and children)
who are afTected most in all these

disasters.

Notwithstanding, access to
walerisa basic human right which
is cxplicitly recognised by the
United Nations (UN) in a number
ol "legally binding treaties”. The
right to wateris an integral part of
other human rights, such as the
right to life, which is contained in
the International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights (1966),
and the rights to health, food,

]
["_‘ housing and an adequate stan-

dard of living, which are included
in the International Covenant on
Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights (1966). These rights are also
provided for in a series of other
international and regional trea-
ties.

Legally binding upon states
that have signed them, there is
explicit reference to the right 1o
water in two core international

-

human rights treaties:

| The Convention on the
Elimination of Discrimination
Against Women {1979): Article 14
(2) -- State parties shall take all
appropriate measures to elimi-
nale discrimination against
women in rural areas in order to
ensure, on a basis of equality of
men and women, that they partic-
ipate in and benefit from rural
development and, in particular,
shall ensure to women the right:
(h)to enjoy adequate living condi-
tons, particularly in relation to
housing, ‘sanitation, electricity,
water supply, and transport and
communication,

1 The Convention on the Rights
of the Child (1989): Article 24 (1)--
State parties recognise the nght of
every child to the enjoyment of the
highest attainable standard of
health and to facilitiés for the
treatment of illness and rehabili-
tation of health...(2) State Parties
shall pursue full implementation
of this right and, in particular,
shall take uppropriate measures:
(c) to combat disease and malnu-
trition, including within the
framework of primary health care,
through the application of readily
available technology and through
the provision of adequate nutri-
tious foods and clean drinking
wiler, taking into consideration
the dangers and risks of environ-
1ncm.1!puliuuon

But in practice, the r:ghl to

" waler is quite often not applied for

a variety of reasons: absence of
political will fmainly due 1o wide-
spread corruption, inefficiency
and mess in our political system),
lack of resources, or simply people
and the government, like in other
developing countries, are not
aware that the right exists or how
to implement it. The poorest
women and children in our soci-
ety are extremely deprived and
hard victims of discriminalion. No
'social safety' virtually exists for
them here. Might-is-right culture
iseverywhere.

Going back to my point of
analysis, the needs and priorities
of poor people are better under-
stood when viewed from a liveli-

hoods perspective. As, in most
cases, the livelihoods of poor
people are complex, with house-
holds depending on a wide range
of activities to sustain them, the
provision of improved water
services must reflect opportuni-
ties for livelihoods improvement.
For example, the design of domes-
tic water supplies is usually pre-
mised on norms for household
consumption (drinking, cooking,
bathing, washing) only and does-
n't take into account home-based
productive activities that are
critical for the livelihoods of poor
pecople. Many types of livelihood
activities that depend on water
take place in and around the
house. This includes vegetable
gardens; tree crops and livestock
that are an important source of
both nutritional balance and fopd
securityand ofincome opportuni-
ties.

Water needs can be very differ-
ent betwegn the rural poor and
thoselivinginurbanor peri-urban
areas. So, consideration must be
given to understanding the diver-
sity wirhin the poor (the landless
and those with land) and ther
livelihood activities and require-
ments, Few livelihood activities
are possible without access o
water,

Making sure that enough water
is available, that allocation and
cost recovery mechanisms reflect

_the different needs of different

families and that supplies are
reliable so that productive activi-
ties continue with a level of ces-
tainty’ can mean that domestic
water supply improvements will
not only hél’; meet health gmls.
they can also be eritical is
income, food secuﬂgr uthet
povertyreduction|
Hence, mte;ammgemmt isa
good investment that targets the
poorest and mustwlnmhlemd
that produces both immediate
economic returns and long term
changes that are critical for sus-

winable development and pov-
ertyreduction.
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