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Overview

• Impacts of Climate Change on Health and Health Systems
• Linking Climate Change and Health Equity
• OCCHE and our role in helping health systems prepare for 

climate change



Slide courtesy of Dr. George Luber, CDC

The Public Health Impacts of Climate Change



Intersection of Social Determinants of Health and Vulnerability

Climate and Health 
Assessment, 2016



What does this mean for health care systems?

• Elderly populations
▪ Heat-related morbidity, air pollution effects, West Nile Virus and other ID’s, Extreme events

• Low-income populations
▪ Heat-related morbidity, respiratory diseases from air pollution, molds and pollens, vector-

borne diseases (esp. outdoor workers), flooding and extreme events
• People with chronic medical conditions (durable medical equipment)

▪ Heat or other weather extremes and loss of electricity in homes
• People with disabilities

▪ Heat or other extreme events and ability to shelter, avoid exposures
• All populations

▪ Need to improve Social Determinants of Health through infrastructure and other climate 
change related investments



https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMp1906035



How do climate change and health equity intersect? 
The story of Hurricane Katrina



1923, City of 
Richmond, 
Virginia –
“Residential 
Security Map”

Source: Nelson, 
Winling, Marciano, 
Connolly, et 
al., Mapping 
Inequality

Heat and 
Redlining

https://dsl.richmond.edu/panorama/redlining/


Formerly 
redlined areas 
have less tree 
cover today 

than areas that 
weren’t 

redlined.

Source: New York Times. 
How Decades of Racist 
Housing Policy Left 
Neighborhoods 
Sweltering, Plumer and 
Popovich, 2020 from 
Hoffman, Shandas, and 
Pendleton, Climate, 2020
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Origins of the Office of Climate Change and Health Equity

E.O. 14008 - “Tackling the Climate 
Crisis”

▪ HHS mandates (Section 222(d))
Office of Climate Change and Health 
Equity
Interagency Working Group to 
Decrease Risk of Climate Change to 
Children, the Elderly, People with 
Disabilities, and the Vulnerable 
Biennial Health Care System 
Readiness Advisory Council



QUOTES

History will judge us
for the actions we
take today to protect
our world and our
health from climate
change.

COVID-19 highlighted
the inequities faced
throughout our nation…
same groups struggling
the most with the
effects of climate
change on our health.

OCCHE…to bring
America’s world-class
medical community
into the fight against
climate change—a
fight for our health that
ensures no community
is left behind.

Xavier Becerra
HHS Secretary for Health

Admiral Rachel Levine
HHS Assistant Secretary 
for Health

Gina McCarthy
National Climate Advisor



Office of Climate Change & Health Equity (OCCHE) 

Priority 1: Climate & Health Resilience for Most Vulnerable

Priority 2: Climate Actions to Reduce Health Disparities

Priority 3: Health Sector Resilience & Decarbonization

• Capturing community and health system vulnerabilities and logging adaptation gaps
• Enhancing the resilience of health systems and communities to climate change 

effects
• Building on existing networks and plans to develop a national plan for health adaptation

Resilient 
Health 

Systems

• Coordinating Federal health system greenhouse gas accounting and reduction targets
• Partnership with private health sector to develop an action plan for reductions via 

incentives, technical assistance, policy guidance, applied research, toolkits, training, use of 
regulatory authorities as needed, etc.

Low-Carbon 
Health 

Systems





Priority 1:  Climate and Health Resilience for Most Vulnerable

• Current
▪ Extreme Heat Working Group focused on 

better connecting resources (health, 
financial) to those most in need

▪ Partnership with Low-Income Energy 
Assistance Program and Medicare/Medicaid 
to explore climate adaptation

• Anticipated
▪ Convene new Interagency Working Group 
▪ Build local capacity to prepare for, respond 

to, and recover from climate change related 
health threats



Priority 2:  Climate Actions to Reduce Health Disparities

• Current
▪ Exploring innovative models for 

health systems to improve social 
determinants of health

• Anticipated
▪ Build and promote technical 

capacity to assess health 
implications of major infrastructure 
projects

https://www.cdc.gov/visionhealth/determinants/index.html



Priority 3:  Health Sector Resilience and Decarbonization

• Current
▪ Coordinating across HHS and the federal health system 

to clarify commitments and key levers to support 

change

▪ Collaborating with external partners, including National 

Academy of Medicine, to engage sector in identifying 
best practices and key opportunities

• Anticipated
▪ Develop and implement health sector strategy in 

collaboration with federal agency partners and 
stakeholders

▪ Support external stakeholders with technical 
assistance and training, and implement incentives and 

regulations as appropriate

Proposed Rule: Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act; HHS Notice of 
Benefit and Payment Parameters for 2023 FRN p. 693:

“HHS further seeks to explore how Exchanges and their constituent organizations can more 
fully prepare for the harmful impacts of climate change on their enrollees. …

Generally, HHS seeks input on how Qualified Health Plans

can more effectively: 

(1) Determine likely climate impacts on their enrollees and particularly the most vulnerable 

enrollees; 

(2) determine potential costs of these impacts; 

(3) develop plans to mitigate catastrophic and chronic impacts for these populations (that is, 

plans for resilience); and 

(4) Take responsibility for greenhouse gas emission reduction across the networks of 

organizations that make up their exchanges.”



Policy Areas for Exploration
Resilience
• Update guidance on preparedness 

with attention to vulnerable 
populations

• Increase flexibilities in innovation 
programs (CMCS, CMMI) to get 
supports to vulnerable beneficiaries

• Introduce climate-sensitive 
indicators into measurement 
updates (HHS, CMS)

• Invest in increased technical 
assistance on preparedness (HPP, 
etc.)

Decarbonization
• Select high-impact, evidence-based 

actions (priority interventions on 
Scope 1, 2 and 3 emissions)

• Accelerate GHG accounting and 
GHG tracking tool development

• Increase technical assistance 
(vehicles in place, funding needed 
to support health systems and 
other facility types)

• Explore incentives to engage 
hospitals on decarbonization (e.g., 
tax incentives, CMS payment)



Thank you! 

john.balbus@hhs.gov 

Visit us online at www.hhs.gov/ocche

http://www.hhs.gov/ocche/index.html

