
Health Risks of Climate Change in Nevada

The Lancet Countdown for 20 years has rated climate change as one of the world’s largest health threats,

threatening to undo 50 years of gains in public health. Climate-related health vulnerabilities impacting

Nevada include extreme heat, air pollutants, drought, wildfires, infectious diseases, and migration

pressures.

Heat. The US ranks among the top countries for vulnerability to heat-related illness and death, with an

estimated 19,000 deaths in people aged 65+ from 2014-2018 (1). In 2019 alone, extreme heat resulted in

2 billion hours of lost work in the US (1). Heat waves are associated with suicide and mental health crises

(2), as well as violent crimes (3). Reno is currently the fastest warming city in the US, and Reno and Las

Vegas consistently rank in the top 5 metropolitan areas for increased warming (4). Heat accumulates in

low-lying, poorly shaded heat islands, which greatly amplify underlying temperatures. Las Vegas has the

largest heat island effect in the nation, putting low-income populations of color at greatest risk (4).

Air pollution. Fossil fuel burning is the largest source of dangerous air pollutants, particularly ozone and

fine particulates. Short-term exposure to fine particulate pollution is clearly linked to mortality (5), and is

now believed to directly contribute to more than 10% of all deaths in the U.S. (6). Reno/Sparks and Las

Vegas both rank in the top 25 cities in the US for short-term fine particulate exposure (7). Las Vegas ranks

among top cities for ground-level ozone pollution (7). Ozone has long been known to cause respiratory

symptoms such as asthma and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease. Recent evidence also links chronic

ozone pollution to low birth weight and preterm birth, metabolic diseases such as diabetes, and

neurologic problems such as cognitive decline, attention and learning difficulties in children (7). Both

pollutants have been linked to higher rates of violent crime in communities across the US (8).

Drought. Colorado River flow could decrease by an additional 20% by 2050 (9), imperiling food supply

and causing an existential crisis for water supply in Southern Nevada.

Wildfires. US residents have suffered greatly increasing wildfire exposure, 470,000 additional days per

year in 2016-19 compared to 15 years previously (1). Wildfires cause immediate direct risk to firefighters,

residents and health systems in affected communities, as well as longstanding mental health effects in

displaced people. Myriad risks from highly toxic smoke pollutants cause acute respiratory, perinatal and

cardiovascular events (10). Emergency room visits for asthma increase in Reno during days with wildfire

smoke (11). More than 1.2 million Nevadans (46% of the state’s population) live in an area at increased

risk for wildfire (4).

Climate-sensitive infectious diseases. Warming conditions increase the range and frequency of several

formerly rare diseases in Nevada, including coccidioidomycosis (Valley Fever), Lyme disease in Northern

Nevada, and mosquito-borne infections including West Nile virus and Zika (12), (13), (14).

Migration. Increased extreme weather events abroad risk uncontrolled migration and refugee pressures

that exceed US and state capacity to respond. Without mitigation, at least 145 million coastal residents

will be forced to migrate by 2050 (15). One in five Nevadans is an immigrant, many from highly

climate-impacted countries in Central America, Mexico and the Philippines(16). Uncontrolled migration

may strain housing, education and social services.
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