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	Climate Change,

Mental Health
and Well-being


…the spirit that freed South Africa must now rescue the planet…

Desmond Tutu 

23rd October 2009
Mental Health 
The World Health organisation states that “mental health is more than the absence of disease; it is a "state of well-being in which the individual realizes his or her own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution to his or her community. 
Mental distress and mental illness
There are already figures that suggest that at least 1 in 6 South Africans present with a medically diagnosable mental disorder at any given time (Stein, et al 2009).  In addition, climate change puts us all at risk of a number of negative life events (the loss of homes, diminishing food sources, mass displacement of people, unemployment and other social ills) and increases the risk for transmission and impact of communicable diseases on society. 

The impact of climate change on mental health
International research indicates that climate change will potentially have a significant impact on mental health outcomes.  Two pathways to poor mental health outcomes are outlined in the figure below, namely through extreme weather events and long-term environmental changes.
1.
Extreme weather events
There have been a number of recent events across the globe which have shown the impact of extreme weather events and natural disasters on mental health.  While the evidence from low and middle income settings has been scarce, data from various Asian countries suggests that not only do disasters contribute to the development of mental illness, but the effects last beyond the physical impact of these disasters has been removed.
2.
Long term change in weather patterns. 

Changing weather patterns are likely to bring about prolonged periods of drought in many regions.  Droughts significant impact on livelihoods, food security, water supply and other basic human needs, all of which have the potential to affect mental well-being. The mental health benefits of the delivery of basic services, such as water supply, should not be underestimated.  A study in South Africa documented the mental wellbeing benefits of the provision of basic services such as water, electricity and sanitation (Breen et al, 2007)

Figure 1: Two pathways by which climate change affects mental health (adapted from McMichael et al 2006).
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What does this mean for South Africa? 
As yet, there remains little consideration of the mental health impact of climate change internationally (Bird, 2008) and in debates on a national response in South Africa.  
This submission aims to introduce this important debate to our review of the projected impact of –and our response to -climate change on the lives of South Africans and the global community.  
We will discuss the importance of mental health as a factor of human development, review the evidence from other parts of the world examining the mental health impact of climate change, and discuss the significance of maintaining population mental health and well-being as a means of achieving human development in the face of climate change.
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