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Millions of deaths,
physical injuries, and
infrastructure damage are
already being reported due to
increasing global temperatures,
and there is no doubt that the
mere threat of global climate
change is having an impact on
the mental and physical health
of the people of Africa. 

Climate change in Africa

The effect of climate change on
Africa has been steadily
increasing since studies were
first conducted in the 1990s.
Vulnerable communities are the
most likely to suffer, and
unrealized effects such as
population displacement,
migration, and stress are
increasingly becoming part of
the climate narrative. 70% of
Africans are dependent on
agriculture to sustain their
livelihoods. 

Most of these farms are
extremely vulnerable to
increases in global
temperature, meaning that
climate change has the
potential to devastate a large
segment of the African
economy. (Muller, Mcunu,
Anhauser, & Farrow, 2020).
Climate change is predicted to
drive warmer temperatures
which will lead to a reduction
of yields in desirable crops, and
Increase in weed and pest
proliferation. A decrease in
agricultural yields will lead to
issues of food security in many
nations which already struggle
to feed their growing
populations.

An increase in global
temperature and shifting sea
levels have also already begun.
to disrupt precipitation patterns.
These changes result in extreme 
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Climate change is one of the biggest
obstacles to the inhabitants of Africa. The
impact of a climate shift will not impact the
continent uniformly, as Africa is comprised
of several different climate zones and its
various regions have a variety of weather
patterns. 

weather events and are
increasingly a threat to African
nations. These weather effects
vary across the different regions
of Africa, but it is predicted that
the Southern Africa region will
become drier and hotter as
more carbon is
released into the air. (Muller,
Mcunu, Anhauser, & Farrow,
2020). 

The El-Nino-Southern
Oscillation (ENSO) is a recurring
phenomenon that carries a
significant role in weather
conditions in the African
continent. This phenomenon
occurs when the trade winds
that normally blow from east to
west are weakened, and the sea
surface temperatures change
and set off numerous
atmospheric impacts.

Consisting of two phases,  
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While climate change is not the
primary cause of these events, it
will increase the intensity and
frequency of extreme ENSO
weather events resulting in
intensifying floods and possible
shifts in hurricane patterns. 
(Muller, Mcunu, Anhauser, &
Farrow, 2020: 19)

From 2015 to 2017, Cape Town,
one of the largest cities in
Southern Africa, was affected
by three years of below-average
precipitation rates. As a result of
this, the region has struggled
with water shortages. Drought
expert Dr. Niko Wanders of
Utrecht University blamed this
on the lack of rain that was
caused by the intense El Nino
events in recent years (Wanders,
2018). Because of climate
change, the region has
experienced poor rainfall, 

La Nina and El Nino, these
meteorological phenomena
disrupt weather patterns
globally, causing frequent
droughts and storms in Africa
during the past few decades.
Given the tremulous economic
and political situation in some
African countries, El-Nino
storms have also been an
ongoing source of food
insecurity and poverty. (Mason,
2021). 

Drought as a primary hazard of
climate change in Africa

Droughts, storms, and floods are
all linked to the extreme
conditions brought by ENSO
and a warmer climate will result
in more frequent and more
intense ENSO occurrences.
(Muller, Mcunu, Anhauser, &
Farrow, 2020: 13). 
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less water is discharged into has
experienced poor rainfall,
placing water supplies
under enormous pressure. In
years where there is less rainfall,
less water is discharged into
nearby rivers. As reservoirs
become increasingly depleted,
drought can occur and
agricultural production lessens.
(Lina Chang, et al., 2019: 534).

Heatwaves as a primary hazard
of climate change in Africa 

Heatwaves are periods when
the outdoor air temperature is
higher than the norm. This is
a generalized definition but is
impossible to provide a
universal description of
heatwaves as every region is
weather specific. Heatwaves
happen when a high-pressure
synoptic weather
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system stays in the same location for longer than
the expected period. They can occur over several
months and tend to have an immense impact on
several aspects of the affected society.The rise in
global temperatures due to climate change has
inevitably increased the intensity and frequency of
heat waves. Scholars have predicted that over the
next 50 years, rising temperatures will leave an
estimated -2 billion people displaced, particularly in
desert regions close to the equator. (Muller, Mcunu,
Anhauser, & Farrow, 2020:14). 

Tropical storms and cyclones as a primary hazard
of climate change in Africa 

Tropical cyclones are storms that come from the
ocean when the surface water exceeds
26 C., causing extreme winds. The most frequent
tropical cyclones in Africa come from the
southwest Indian Ocean basin and make their
landing in Mozambique or Madagascar. As the
greenhouse gases cause the atmosphere to warm,
more water accumulates, increasing
precipitation rates in certain parts of the globe.
With temperatures increasing, the number of

heavy rainfall episodes and storms will increase
(Muller, Mcunu, Anhauser, & Farrow, 2020).
We have already begun to experience the effects of
this phenomenon. In 2017, there were five back-to-
back storms at the beginning of the year in
Madagascar, Malawi, and Mozambique, where
more than a million people were affected, and
around 230 deaths were recorded (Hayes, 2018).
Cyclones making landfall bring heavy rainfall which
can cause damage to infrastructure and may also

lead to the outbreak of disease. In 2019, two of the
strongest cyclones made landfall on the east coast
of Africa. Cyclone Idia caused extensive damage in
Mozambique, Malawi, and Zimbabwe as more than
100 000 homes were destroyed and more than 1200
people killed. (World Meteorological Organization,
2022). This same event caused an outbreak of
diarrhoeal diseases, as well as a hike in cholera.
(World Meteorological Organization, 2022). 

How all the primary hazards caused by climate
change resulted in other ripple effects on
mental health

While many scholars have outlined the potential for
climate change to intensify weather events and
cause more climate-related catastrophes, little
attention has been paid to its potential impacts on
human health. When assessing human health, it is
important to note that it entails the complete
physical, social, and mental state of a human, not
solely the lack of diseases and illness. Mental health
refers not just to mental illness, mental problems,
and mental disorders but also to the state of mental
wellness, emotional resilience, and psychosocial
wellbeing (Hayes, 2018). 

The increase in extreme weather events may trigger
post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD), major depressive disorder (MDD), anxiety,
depression, complicated grief, recovery
fatigue, survivors’ guilt, and substance abuse, as
well as suicidal ideation. Contributing to the
extent to which these mental disorders can be
affected are the incremental effects of climate
change such as rising temperatures and changes in
the sea levels causing primary hazards such as
heatwaves, drought, tropical cyclones, and storms
(Muller, Mcunu, Anhauser, & Farrow, 2020).
These hazards result in disruption in food
production, water supply, change in land use, and
weakened infrastructure which all pose a risk to
financial and relationship stress, and increase the
risk of violence, aggression, and displacement of
communities. 

The threat of climate change may also incite
despair and hopelessness as the action plans to
address the extensive problem of climate change
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change seems never-ending
and insignificant in comparison
to ( the scale and magnitude of
the threat. Marginalized groups
are at a greater risk to be
affected by the effects of
climate change than others.

These marginalized groups are
based on factors such as
socioeconomic status and
those who face mental and
physical implications tend to
be more marginalized which
makes them more vulnerable
to the effects of climate
change.

Linking these findings back to
the case study, it is important
to note that huge parts of the
African continent are already
facing problems of food
security, lack of health care,
poor infrastructure, limited
access to water, and the lack of
shelter. 

Therefore, whatever effects that
come with climate change, will
be experienced on a multiplied
and intensified scale in Africa as
they are already vulnerable
(World Meteorological
Organization, 2022).
Marginalized groups are at an
even greater risk of being
impacted by climate change. A
huge portion of the African
continent is already facing
problems of food security, lack
of health care, poor
infrastructure, limited access to
water, and the lack of shelter.

Therefore, whatever effects that
come with climate change, will
be experienced on a multiplied
and intensified scale. (World 

Meteorological Organization,
2022). The effects on mental
health because of extreme
weather events will further
exacerbate. the multiple
health issues which are
already prevalent in South
Africa. The country has the
highest levels of mental
illnesses in the world, largely
linked to factors such as
gender-based violence and
other forms of crime, poverty,
inequality, and HIV. 

The effects of climate change
could serve as a breaking
point for many citizens.
Whether risky sexual
behaviour in south Africa
increases after disasters and
migration related to climate
change, remains a question it
remains plausible given that
the rates of these risky
behaviours do tend to increase
in these circumstances
(Chersich, Wright, Venter, &
Rees, 2018). Ongoing droughts
may also lead to an increase in
suicide rates among farmers
and agricultural workers. 

The psychological impact of
climate change on children

Children are extremely
vulnerable to disaster trauma,
and it manifests in many
different psychological and
behavioural manifestations
and often goes unidentified.
Research has shown that
parents, caregivers, and
teachers underestimate the
frequency, intensity as well as
duration of stress reactions in
children. According to the
stage of development, and 

level of cognitive and emotional
maturity, the psychological
reaction to stress is expected to
be different compared to
adults. Thus, adult findings
cannot be generalized to
children (Kar, 2009:5). After
catastrophic events such as
flooding, heatwaves, and
tropical storms, post-traumatic
reactions in children remain
high for extended periods and it
may jeopardize the health and
well-being of the children that
have been affected. The criteria
of PTSD in adults may be less
sensitive to be able to detect
signs in children, therefore
PTSD can go unrealized in
children unless the use of age-
appropriate criteria is used (Kar,
2009:5). The most common post
disastrous psychiatric
morbidities among children are
acute stress reactions,
adjustment disorder, panic
disorder, depression, PTSD, and
anxiety disorders which are
specific to childhood as well as
phobias. Psychotic disorders,
even schizophrenia have also
increasingly been reported in
survivors. The prevalence of
PTSD varied from around 5% to
over 43% following floods and
cyclones. In high exposure
areas, these are exponentially
higher compared to lower
exposed regions. (Kar, 2009:5).

The psychological impact on
professionals 

In the immediate aftermath of a
disastrous event, survivors are
seeking support and have the
desire to be actively supported.
Professionals in the field of
firefighting, disaster 
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counselling, nurses, and other
emergency response teams feel
obligated to help those who are in
need and if the event does not
turn out well, these professionals’
psychological  health may heavily
be impacted too. 

However, it has been found that
various stigmas and tendencies of
exaggerating personal hardiness
have been linked to seeking help
with psychological, social, and
mental health (McFarlane &
Williams, 2012: 5). Thus, people
who are involved such as nurses,
and even the survivors at times,
may use avoidance as a
psychological strategy for dealing
with their distress. They are
generally more resilient to the
impacts of disastrous events and
can cope with the traumatic
experiences as they had
undergone training, had natural
coping mechanisms, and had the
support of their friends and family.
Yet the cumulative strain of
experiencing many traumatic
events may lead to ongoing
difficulties and affect their
psychological health and overall
well-being. (McFarlane & Williams,
2012: 6). 

The effect of Mass migration and
displacement due to climate
change on mental health

The frequent occurrence of
extreme weather events can
result in loss of livelihoods,
production, and other long-term
economic impacts. The secondary
impact of these events can
trigger mass migration in the
form of climate refugees.
Population displacement and
migration of large-scale increases

pandemic which followed the
flooding, public officials have
failed to identify and act on the
mental health repercussions.
(Korukire, 2019). The effect that
climate change has on physical
health and how it consequently
affects mental health.
Mental and physical health are
fundamentally linked. Both
require access to good and
nutritious food, basic income, and
social support. The blossoming
climate crisis, however, has
increased many risk factors which
impact our physical health and
has a consequent effect on a
population's mental and
emotional capacity. Exposure to
extreme heat may exacerbate
dormant or underlying health
issues. Whereas many people can
cope with the effects of extreme
heat, the rates of mortality at the
time of heatwaves do increase,
especially when temperatures are
high during both the night and
day (Hayes, 2018). 

Constant heat does not leave any
time for individuals to recuperate
and recover, therefore resulting in 
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resource pressure on the areas
that are receiving migrants and
exacerbates existing instability.
(United Nations, 2022).

Rwanda, a country in east Africa,
has experienced this type of
climate migration in recent
years. (Korukire, 2019). Since
2016, the connection between
the city of Kigali and South at the
main road Kigali, Muhanga (RN1),
was destroyed and damaged due
to the flooding of the
Nyabarongo River. Other roads in
the area were also damaged by
landslides that followed the
flooding.

The effect of these events has
been discovered in the
depreciating mental health of
people in the region. (Korukire,
2019). Exhibiting symptoms of
PTSD, depression, and anxiety,
citizens have expressed
helplessness and anger after the
floods. There was nothing that
they could do to bring back their
losses and soon after the floods
they had to start looking for ways
to rebuild their communities.
Despite the mental health 
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During 2019, the most intense heatwaves have
been recorded in terms of duration as well.
Heatwave hotspots were
identified across equatorial, north-eastern,
southern, and western-coastal Africa where big
cities and human populations are located. The
African continent has been identified as one of
the continents with increasing exposure to heat
waves due to climate change. During the second
half of the 20th century, there was a rise in heat
waves as well as cold spells in the Sahel region as
well as west Africa (Muller, Mcunu, Anhauser, &
Farrow, 2020). Over the past few decades, there
have been significant increases in the frequency
as well as the duration of heatwaves events
recorded over Africa (Igun, 2022). In addition to
this climate projections are also expecting a
further increase in hot extreme weather over arts
of Africa, posing a great risk to economies, urban
areas, and mostly overlooked and neglected,
mental health issues (Davis, 2022). In 2019, 

higher fatalities. Additional heat-related issues include increased morbidity through ischemic heart
disease, dehydration, strokes, acute renal failure, and diarrhea. (Muller, Mcunu, Anhauser, & Farrow,
2020:35). Recent research has also indicated that increasing temperatures also correlate with
psychiatric hospital visits and suicide rates. Communities experiencing a prolonged heat wave have
also reported higher rates of anxiety, depression, and stress. (Muller, Mcunu, Anhauser, & Farrow,
2020). 
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Several factors come to play when assessing
the effects that heatwaves have on physical
and mental health, one of which is that sleep is
interrupted during heatwaves. Recent research
has shown that poor-quality sleep and/or
shorter sleep duration worsens the conditions
of those with major depressive issues and just a
few interrupted sleep patterns can trigger a
depressive phase (Davis, 2022). Heat can also
worsen some side effects of psychiatric
medication and can make medications less
effective. In addition, the extreme heat may also
affect the body’s function to thermoregulate or
affect the individual’s ability to take the
necessary measures to cool themselves off.
(Davis, 2022). The effects of climate change will
be most dearly felt by those who are already
suffering from physical or mental ailments. 

heatwave hotspots were identified across
equatorial, north-eastern, southern, and
western-coastal Africa, where some of the most
populous cities are located. Recent predictions
have almost unanimously identified Africa as
one of the places facing the greatest threat of
increased heat waves due to climate. (Muller,
Mcunu, Anhauser, & Farrow, 2020). Over the
past few decades, there have already been
significant increases in the frequency of
heatwaves events in Africa (Igun, 2022). (Davis,
2022). 

Droughts are perhaps the most destructive as
well as economically challenging threats that
climate change poses to the environment. They
impact several million individuals every year
and research has proven that our health is
becoming increasingly vulnerable to the effects
of drought, resulting in death and early
mortality across the world (Aliouche, 2021). The 
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most obvious health effects of droughts are
their relationship to pathogenic diseases such
as diarrhea, scabies, and conjunctivitis. These
health issues are especially likely to follow
droughts in developing nations with limited
hygiene. Low water levels, common in many
parts of Africa, also foster conditions for bacteria
to grow in water, and diseases such asE Coli and
Cholera proliferate. (Aliouche, 2021). 
In addition to flooding, droughts can have a
significant impact on a community's mental
health.

This phenomenon has been well researched in
developed countries such as Australia, but less
so in the global south. (Ngcuka, 2021). Mental
health effects linked to drought have been well
documented in farmers as well as their families,
as they face a loss in livelihoods from reduced
agricultural activities. Economic stress is a high-
risk factor for anxiety and depression and
increases the risk of domestic violence. That
stress can spread from the farmers themselves
to other parts of the rural community. (Ngcuka,
2021). The Northern Cape, a province in South
Africa has been experiencing rainfall less than
its average for the past eight years and among
other factors, climate change is one of the
biggest drivers behind this drought. Farmers
add that this is the worst drought in almost 100
years where around 166 000 farms in the
province are experiencing the impact of
drought (Ngcuka, 2021). 

Willem Symington, a sheep farmer in the
Northern Cape explains that he copes with the
drought as living in a war zone where he
endures mental challenges daily. He also
explains that it is emotionally draining as this
problem has been coming along for almost a
decade. As the drought takes its toll on the
farmers, Willem says that it is shattering for him
and other farmers to now stand in lines for
grocery and toiletries donations after they have
prided themselves in farming for years already.
Nothing good is left to be seen for farmers, 
nothing is green anymore and for farmers in the
north caused an enormous strain on their
mental health capacity (Ngcuka, 2021). 

We have seen this process play out in the
Northern Cape, a province of South Africa.
Since 2014, this region has experienced
lessening levels of rainfall, leading to a
prolonged drought. More than 166,000 farms
have reported issues related to the drought.
(Ngcuka, 2021). 

Willem Symington, a sheep farmer in the 
Northern Cape, compared drought to living in a
war zone and has credited weather issues with
worsening his mental health. Willem describes
the experience of standing in line for grocery
and toiletry donations as shattering for him and
other farmers. Men and women who have long
prided themselves on their farms and their self-
sufficiency. Such displays of public humiliation
will continue to increase in areas feeling the
worse effects of man-made climate change.
(Ngcuka, 2021). 

How can we mitigate the risk of climate
change on mental health?

According to the World Health Organization
(WHO), they are aware of the mental health
impact of climate change on marginalized
groups (World Health Organization, 2022). An
estimated 1 billion people are living with mental
health conditions, yet in developing countries, 3
out of 4 people do not have access to basic
services. To mitigate and reduce the threat that
climate change poses to mental health, the new
WHO policy brief recommends five important
approaches for governments to address the
mental health effects of climate change (World
Health Organization, 2022). 

These five approaches include integrating
climate consideration with mental health
programs, integrating mental health support
with climate action, building upon global
commitments, developing community-based
approaches to reducing vulnerabilities, and
reducing the large gap that exists between
mental health and psychosocial support (World
Health Organization, 2022). 
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They also contend that mental health remains a very important priority and they are working closely
with countries to ensure that their people are protected from climate threats. 

Community self-help and social support should also be strengthened during climate
disruptions. Field workers, health staff, and trained volunteers should be on the ground after extreme
weather events, covering priority conditions such as depression, psychotic disorders, alcohol abuse,
and epilepsy. 

Proactive measures such as creating awareness and teaching people coping measures should also be
implemented. With strategies like this in place, the severity of mental health illnesses can be reduced,
and the impacts of climate change will not be as detrimental. 

In Rwanda, a new model was proposed for trained community health workers to assist the victims and
those in need. These workers should be equipped with basic mental health skills and knowledge to
easily identify those in dire need of mental health care after an extreme event. They would also be
responsible to follow up on their patients in their community. Should the
case become complex they may then contact a trained mental health nurse for more advanced
assistance and management. In collaboration with the guideline of the WHO, which suggests that
mental health services be provided that mental health be provided on a community level, this model
hopes to succeed in assisting those in need (Korukire, 2019).

Conclusion 

Hazards resulting from climate change such as heatwaves, drought, tropical cyclones, and
floods jeopardized human health in a variety of ways. Those who lose their homes, livelihoods, and access
to nutritious food from extreme weather events have experienced the mental health impact of global
climate change. In places like South Africa, little research has been done to examine the mental health toll
of the rising global temperature. With recent actions being taken by groups like the World Health
Organization, however, there is hope that the mental health
impact of climate change can be identified and mitigated. 
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