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Climate change is a growing challenge that impacts the health of 
different communities inequitably. 

Extreme weather events have increased dramatically since 2020, most likely due to overall 
temperature shifts. The Oregon Climate Change Research Institute demonstrated that Oregon’s 
average annual temperature has increased 2.2 degrees Fahrenheit in the last century.  

This shifting in our climate is predicted to have far-reaching impacts on every aspect of our lives: 
the economy, agriculture, our built environment, social systems, and health.  

Existing systemic inequities are already causing climate change to harm some communities more 
than others. Efforts to adapt to a changing climate are needed and will need to be implemented 
in ways that do not exacerbate existing inequities.   

   

Air quality is worsening 

One of the clearest impacts of climate change has been the lengthening of wildfire season and 
the increase in number and intensity of wildfires. Air quality in Lane County has been notably 
worse during wildfire season since 2020. One of the most striking impacts on health associated 
with air quality is that while rates of most chronic diseases have declined, adult rates of asthma 
have increased from 12% in 2010-2013 to 14% in 2018-2021. Research suggests that wildfire 
smoke causes harm at lower levels than previously thought and impacts many parts of the body, 
not just the respiratory system. Almost 75% of respondents to the 2024 Community Health Survey 
reported experiencing wildfire smoke in the past two years. Two-thirds of those who experienced 
smoke from wildfires reported that their physical health was impacted. 

Smoke from wildfires also has an impact on mental health. About 60% of those who reported 
experiencing wildfire smoke in the past two years said it impacted their mental health. 

https://blogs.oregonstate.edu/occri/oregon-climate-assessments/
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/lcph.ccoepi/viz/CBONewsletter_May2024/PM2_52016-2023
https://rightasrain.uwmedicine.org/well/health/wildfire-smoke-health-impact


Climate change is a growing challenge that impacts the health of different communities 
inequitably. 

Access to spaces with clean air is important when smoke from wildfires causes unhealthy or 
hazardous conditions. Unfortunately, not everyone in Lane County is able to access clean air 
during smoke events. People who identify as Black, Indigenous or other people of color, people 
with disabilities, and people with 2 or more marginalized identities1 are the most likely to report 
not being able to access clean air during smoke events. 

 

Climate change has impacts on mental health 

Communities facing systemic marginalization are also those most likely to experience the worst 
impacts of climate change: people experiencing poverty, people experiencing houselessness, and 
people with marginalized identities. This is readily seen in the higher rates of people with 
marginalized identities reporting mental health impacts from extreme weather events. 

The fear and anxiety around change and the sense of distress and hopelessness for the future of 
our ecosystems and bioregion are already likely to be impacting mental health.  

  

 
1 People with marginalized identities are those who face additional barriers to accessing resources due to one or 
more parts of their identity. People who identify as Black, Indigenous, Asian, Latine/a/o/x, Native Hawaiian/Pacific 
Islander, people who identify as LGBTQA+, and people living with a disability were all identified in this assessment 
as experiencing discrimination and/or disparities. 

"It’s terrifying…we can bounce back but our planet can’t." 
- Focus group participant, Community Context Assessment 



Climate change is a growing challenge that impacts the health of different communities 
inequitably. 

 

Lane County’s natural environment is at risk 

One of the most often cited assets for health in Lane County is the beauty and accessibility of our 
natural environment. Extreme heat, extreme cold, more frequent and more intense wildfires all 
threaten one of the things that makes Lane County a great place to live. 

 

Root causes and opportunities 

• Continuing discrimination and disparities contribute to the disproportionate impacts of 
climate change on communities.  

• Interest in the community and among transportation planners to support more active forms 
of transportation – public transit, biking, walking – which could reduce reliance on fossil 
fuels, support greater physical activity and more social connection.  

• There is interest in the community to strengthen local food systems. 
• Community members and organizations in Lane County have a strong commitment to 

equity and community engagement. 
• Lane County and community partners have already identified some ways to take action. 
• The people of Lane County want to work together to solve complex problems. 

https://www.lanecounty.org/government/county_departments/county_administration/climate_action


 
5. Climate change is a growing challenge that impacts the health of different 
communities inequitably. 

Air quality is worsening  

• Air quality (CSA, p. 10-11 & 100-104, CCA-forces, p. 7-8) 
• Inequitable access to clean air during smoke events (CCA-assets, p. 9-10) 
• Asthma rates (CSA, p. 2, 3, 11, 26, 42) 

Climate change has impacts on mental health 

• Anxiety about climate change (CCA-forces, p. 7-8) 
• Impacts of climate change (CSA, p. 9-11, 98, 100, CCA-assets, p. 7-10, CCA-forces, p. 7-

8) 

Lane County’s natural environment is at risk 

• Traditional food systems threatened, (CCA-forces, p. 7-8) 
• Lane County’s natural environment is an asset for health (CCA-assets, p. 20, CCA-forces, p. 

15-16) 

Health indicators 

• Life expectancy is declining (CSA, p. 2 & 20). 
• Premature death (CSA, p. 2 & 22-23) 
• Preterm birth rates increasing (CSA, p. 2 & 25). 
• Self-reported rates of overall health and mental health 

o Adult physical health rates stable (CSA, p. 2 & 36), almost 2/3 of survey 
respondents reported physical health as good to excellent (CCA-assets, p. 3) 

o Most youth report good to excellent physical health, (CSA, p. 2 & 39) 
o Rates of poor mental health continue to increase for youth and adults 

 Adults (CSA, p. 2 & 37-38), (CCA-assets, p. 3) 
 Youth (CSA, p. 2 & 40) 
 Rates of suicidal ideation among youth (CSA, p. 3 & 53-54) 

• Rates of substance use (CSA, p. 3 & 45-52) 
• COVID-19 (CCA-assets, p. 10-11, CCA-forces, p. 5-6) 
• Anxiety about climate change (CCA-forces, p. 7-8) 
• Physical and mental health impacts of extreme weather (CCA-assets, p. 6-10) 
• Asthma rates (CSA, p. 2, 3, 11, 26, 42) 
• Chronic disease rates (CSA, p. 2 & 26-28) 

Community context 

• Capacity of the public health system 
o Address social determinants of health (CPA, p. 12) 
o Assessment and evaluation (CPA, p. 8) 



 
o Community engagement (CPA, p. 5) 

• Commitment to equity (CPA, p. 14-15, CCA-forces, p. 15-16) 
• Natural environment (CCA-assets, p. 20, CCA-forces, p. 15-16) 
• People in Lane County want to work together to solve problems (CCA-assets, p. 20, CCA-

forces, p. 15-16) 
• Lane County’s history of exclusion and oppression (CCA-forces p. 2-4) 
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