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Global climate change threatens the integrity of eco-
systems and has provoked an increase in the frequency,
intensity and reach of extreme weather events world-
wide with record-breaking droughts, heat and floods. In
a recent publication, van Daalen et al. (2024)1 provide a
cogent analysis of the ongoing and predictable conse-
quences of climate change on human health based
on 42 indicators and make a call for addressing in-
equalities, reinforced by “differences in exposure, sensi-
tivity and adaptative capacity — often reflecting intersecting
patterns of (…) inequity”.1 The authors assert that “climate
change is not a distant future scenario”, a statement trag-
ically evidenced by the recent floods in Southern Brazil,
which constitute one of the most extensive climate ca-
tastrophes in the history of Brazil. Until May 20th, 21
days after the tragedy began, more than 580,000 people
were displaced and 76,000 were in shelters,2 meaning
that, considering only the situation in the state of Rio
Grande do Sul, at least 3 out of every 1000 Brazilians
were climate refugees. Additionally, 157 deaths have
been confirmed, and 88 people were missing. Apart
from immediate deaths and injuries, the state will also
face indirect health impacts in the short, medium, and
long term, including reduced access to health services
due to temporary closures, increases in infectious dis-
eases (particularly waterborne), rising levels of poverty
and food insecurity, and potential increases in violence
(especially against women and children) as well as
mental health issues, and substance abuse in the after-
math of the disaster. These events not only underscore
the broader conclusions drawn by van Daalen et al.,1 but
also highlight specific vulnerabilities and challenges of
climate-related emergencies in [cities of] the Global
South.

Regrettably, this disaster cannot be considered un-
expected. A major study commissioned by the presi-
dency in 2013, involving more than 30 renowned
researchers, already indicated that climate change would
lead to heavy rainfall in the southern region of Brazil.3

The study also highlighted the need for actions to
mitigate climate change, such as warning systems,
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urban drainage mechanisms, and contingency plans.
Several other studies came to similar conclusions
and forecasted a progressive intensification in the
incidence of heavy rainfall, and risks of landslides and
flash floods, not only in the South, but also in highly
populated regions in the Southeast, and the coastal
section of the Northeast.4,5 Despite numerous warnings,
scientists were ignored, and especially during the Bol-
sonaro administration, we observed record levels of
deforestation, the weakening of environmental laws,
and the dismantling of institutions responsible for
protecting the environment.6 The events in Southern
Brazil reinforce those pre-existing inequities due to a
legacy of class-based and racialized policies, decision-
making and funding practices, fundamentally shaping
[climate] vulnerability.7 Consequently, the ongoing
floods disproportionately affect the most vulnerable
populations—predominantly Black, working-class in-
dividuals from urban peripheries.

In terms of exposure, the events in Brazil reveal a
general lack of adequate infrastructure investment and
preservation, reinforced by corruption. This is coupled
with the historic racial and class-based urban territorial
segregation that has compelled vulnerable populations to
settle in high-risk neighbourhoods prone to flooding (for
instance, on swamplands) or susceptible to landslides.4 In
terms of sensitivity, the well-documented health in-
equities in Brazil,8 shaped by social determinants of
health and mediated by systemic discrimination, as well
as late or insufficient access to health services, result in
disproportional disease burden that increases sensitivity
and vulnerability, which may be further exacerbated by
the temporary interruption of treatment, as health infra-
structure is being rebuilt.

The 2023 Lancet Countdown Latin America report9

suggests that mitigation policies remain insufficient
and highlight the absence of comprehensive national
and especially city-level climate adaptation plans and
risk assessments. While Brazil and several state capitals
have established climate adaptation plans, Porto Alegre
(state capital) and other cities in Rio Grande do Sul lack
such a plan, which may have contributed to its largely
uncoordinated response. It is important to emphasize
not only the need for developing these tools to guarantee
locally-driven coherent policy framings and targeted
collaborative action, but also effectively implementing
its recommendations.
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Health-centered responses9 have been promoted to
build transformative responses that overcome imme-
diatism, top-down and isolated measures. Nonetheless,
the case of Southern Brazil echoes the arguments made
by van Daalen et al.,1 emphasising that such responses
should be guided by a focus on vulnerability and
thinking about the Brazilian context, we would add an
intersectionality lens.10 This perspective is crucial for
devising targeted strategies, identifying gaps, and redi-
recting the development of climate mitigation strategies,
ultimately transforming them into opportunities for
significant social change.
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