Environmental health:
Bridging the gap between traditional health concerns and a changing climate

Global environmental change is occurring faster than anticipated. It is possible that the most devastating effects will be on human health. These effects will not be experienced proportionately around the world — vulnerable populations will be most at risk. 
For many years, the people of the Limpopo Province in north-eastern South Africa have been at risk of malaria. Subtle changes in climate, particularly warmer temperatures, may worsen this risk.

Health risks from global change include those resulting directly from increases in extreme disaster weather events such as floods, and from higher levels of air pollutants, pollens, spores and moulds. Other risks are indirect, such as an increase and shift in vector-borne, water-borne and food-borne diseases and infections, and malnutrition caused by a decrease in food production. 
Rural communities in Limpopo Province are vulnerable to health risks from global change because they do not have access to adequate health information and services. Adaptation and mitigation strategies are necessary to increase the communities’ preparedness and resilience. These strategies include improving early warning systems and infrastructure to offer protection against flooding. There also needs to be sustained public health surveillance, disease prevention and information dissemination.

This University of Pretoria case study investigated changes in climate and malaria incidences in Limpopo Province. Researchers found a correlation between certain climatic factors and malaria cases. They also highlighted areas where people were most prone to getting malaria. 

These findings are important for public health services and research into health issues. Planning for future malaria control and anti-malaria programmes should also consider what local people know, believe and do – only then will these interventions prove truly successful.

The case study highlights one of several environmental health risks in South Africa. It has become vital to know more about human behaviour, new technologies, indigenous knowledge and social livelihoods to be able to put effective adaptation and mitigation strategies in place. 
South Africa’s new Risk and Vulnerability Atlas will assist researchers and health workers in identifying and understanding malaria as well as other current and future health problems.

www.rvatlas.org/casestudies/study01.php
