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Climate and Health in Iowa
Science shows that climate change is affecting human health in a variety of ways, right in our backyards.
People in the Hawkeye State are vulnerable to climate-health threats—from worsening air quality, extreme
heat, extreme precipitation and flooding, and greater exposure to dangerous diseases. We must take action
now to ensure a healthy climate for our children and grandchildren.
Earlier this year the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) proposed the Clean Power Plan, a historic effort to limit the
carbon pollution emitted by power plants—the biggest driver of climate change—and protect public health. The plan deserves
strong support as one of the biggest steps forward to tackle climate change and reduce its associated health risks.
Climate change is expected to affect the health of Iowans in the following ways:

1. Extreme Heat and Heat Waves Lead
to Increased Illness and Death
As temperatures reach more frequent and hotter highs,
death and illnesses occurring from heat stress, heatstroke,
cardiovascular disease, kidney disease, and other causes
often increase.1 Nationally, heat extremes are projected to
become more common, with highs that ranked among the
hottest 5 percent in 1950–1979 occurring at least 70 percent
of the time by 2035–2064.2 Iowa can expect to see the frequent
high temperatures of 2011 become common summer
occurrences in the next 70 years.3 Polk County experienced
an abnormally high 53 days over 90 degrees F in 2011; under
a scenario in which carbon pollution increases, 64 such days
are projected for 2084.

2. Climate Change Worsens Air Pollution
that Threatens Our Health
Rising temperatures, along with greater air stagnation and
other climate effects, increase ground-level ozone smog.4 The
378,000 people with asthma or chronic respiratory disease in
Iowa are especially vulnerable to the harmful health effects
of ozone smog, which makes it harder to get a lungful of air.5
Last year alone there were 11,700 asthma-related emergency
room visits in Iowa.6
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3. Allergen Risks Rise
Elevated carbon dioxide and higher temperatures associated
with climate change are already altering the range of plants’
occurrence and the timing of bloom, leaf, fruit, and pollen
production.7 More pollen produced over longer pollen
seasons can worsen allergic symptoms and trigger asthma
attacks, especially when combined with other air pollution.8
Within the Midwest, the northward shifts of certain plant
species and an extended growing season are expected to lead
to greater allergy and asthma risks, particularly for ragweed.9
Iowa may also face large increases in allergenic tree pollen.10

4. Storms and Floods Become Extreme
Heavy precipitation events are already on the rise in the
United States, and their frequency and magnitude are
expected to increase in the years to come.11 Extreme rainfall
events have become 35 percent more frequent in Iowa over
the past 60 years.12 These heavy rains not only increase the
risk of flooding, the second-deadliest of all weather-related
hazards in the nation, but can also lead to drinking water
contamination and disease outbreaks.13,14
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Like many states in the Midwest, several Iowa cities use
combined sewer systems, which handle both sewage and
rainwater in a single pipe system. These can overflow during
high precipitation, sending untreated sewage and diseasecausing pathogens into local water supplies. These overflows
are projected to occur more often as extreme precipitation
grows more common.15
In the past century, annual average precipitation in Iowa
has increased by 4.2 inches—the second-highest increase
in the Midwest region.16 The Iowa Climate Change Impacts
Committee predicts a warmer, more humid climate with
more extreme precipitation that can wash chemicals and
sewage into waterways. The 2008 floods provided several
examples of what Iowans face in the future: Floodwaters
uncovered long-buried 55-gallon drums of toxic waste, and
the Cedar Rapids wastewater treatment plant discharged
raw sewage that found its way into flooded homes, leaving
residents facing extensive mold growth and chemical and
microbial pollutants.17

5. Insect-Borne Infectious Diseases Spread
Climate change is among the factors affecting the population
and habitat of disease-carrying insects. Short- and long-term
climate changes can expand the range of these insects.18
One of the mosquito species that transmit West Nile virus
and the La Crosse virus was discovered for the first time in
Iowa among specimens collected in 2007 and 2008.19 Since
2004 Iowa has reported 231 cases of West Nile virus from
mosquitoes and 905 cases of Lyme disease from ticks.20

6. Elderly, Young, and Low-Income Populations
Are Especially Vulnerable
The elderly, children, and people in poverty face particularly
acute risks from these climate-related health threats. The
number of people age 65 and older is especially high in
Iowa, topping 470,000, according to recent state data.21 In
2010 the state was ranked fifth highest nationally, with 14.9
percent of the populace 65 and older; the national average
is 13 percent.22 There are also more than 700,000 children
and 375,000 low-income people in the state.23 Protecting the
health of these hundreds of thousands of Iowans makes it
all the more important to take action now to limit climate
change’s effects.
The Natural Resources Defense Council strongly supports the
EPA’s Clean Power Plan, which will reduce carbon pollution
driving climate change by at least 30 percent by 2030. It is
important for states to create state implementation plans that
put the goals of the Clean Power Plan into action. We owe it to
our children—and our children’s children—to tackle climate
change now.
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