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Climate change is already affecting health in Spain in multiple ways, including
rising heat exposure, increasing heat-related mortality and morbidity,
worsening air quality, and changing environmental conditions linked both to
communicable and non-communicable diseases.

Extreme heat is among the most immediate climate-related health threats in
Spain, with disproportionate impacts on older adults, infants, outdoor workers,
and other vulnerable groups. Droughts, floods, and wildfires also harm health
through mortality, worsening disease, food insecurity, and air pollution, with
the heaviest burden falling on socially disadvantaged populations with lower
adaptive capacity.

Climate change is shifting pollen seasons, impacting people with allergies and
other chronic health burdens, reinforcing the need for targeted prevention and
adaptation.

Accelerating the low-carbon transition, through transitioning away from fossil
fuels and investment in renewables, healthier diets, and healthcare
decarbonisation can deliver immediate health benefits while reducing
emissions.

Spain has an established policy foundation for climate change and health
action; the priority now is stronger coordination, implementation with a focus
on equity, appropriate funding and accountability across the national,
autonomical and city levels.




Introduction

Climate change is the most
significant health threat of
the century. Yet in 2024,
only one Spanish MEP
speech in the European
Parliament explicitly linked
health and climate change.

That speech stood alone among 113
contributions from Spanish MEPs on either
climate and health during that year. Across
the full Parliament, just 21 of 4,477 speeches
referenced the intersection of climate and
health, compared with 204 on climate and
341 on health as standalone topics. This
brief seeks to address the disconnect
between scientific urgency and political
attention.

Spain has established the foundations of a
robust  climate-health  policy  agenda,
including the Health and Environment
Strategic Plan (PESMA), the Heat and Cold
Plans, and the broader adaptation pathway
set by the National Plan for Climate Change
Adaptation (PNACC). The priority is to ensure
that these instruments are coordinated,
adequately funded, implemented in practice,
and communicated as a unified public
health mission.

Europe is warming twice as fast as the global
average, increasing the frequency and
severity of heatwaves, extreme weather
events, and climate-sensitive health risks.
Spain is among the countries already
experiencing some of the most severe
health impacts, compared . with other
European countries. People in Spain are
already experiencing longer periods of
dangerous heatwaves, higher heat-related
mortality, and more frequent extreme heat-
health warnings. Climate change is also
shifting pollen seasons and worsening
allergic disease. While the low-carbon
transition is delivering important health
benefits in some sectors, progress remains
too slow in others.

Climate change is therefore no longer a
future health risk in Spain, but a present and
growing public health challenge requiring
stronger implementation and coordination
of mitigation and adaptation policies to
protect the vulnerable  populations.
Embedding health within climate policy can
help prevent avoidable deaths, reduce
pressure on the health system, improve air
quality, and strengthen resilience to extreme
events and result in substantial health
benefits. As PESMA reaches the end of its
current cycle in 2026, Spain has an
opportunity to move into a new phase with
clearer priorities, stronger implementation
and public reporting, and a more explicit
climate-and-health focus and play a stronger
leading role in Europe.




1 HEAT AND HEALTH

Spain is already living with the
health  consequences  of
extreme heat. In 2022-2024, it
ranked as the second most
affected country in Europe for
heat-attributable deaths
during summer months, a
stark reminder that heat is not
a future risk but a present
one. Understanding where
exposure and vulnerability are
increasing is essential  for
targeting adaptation measures
and protecting populations
most at risk.

Increasing heat exposure

Compared to the 1990s, the years between
2015 and 2024 saw a 75% increase in
arnual hours during which heat posed a
moderate risk for physical activity, while
extreme heat stress during running and
walking increased by 168% and 164%
respectively (indicator 1.1.2). These trends
increasingly affect daily life, particularly in
urban areas during summer months.

The burden falls hardest on those with the
least capacity to adapt. In the most affected
region in Spain, Tarragona, older adults
collectively experienced around 82,000
heatwave days per year in the 1990s; by
2015-2024, that figure had risen to nearly 2
million, a more than 20-fold increase.

Infants under one year of age saw a nearly
19-fold rise (indicator 1.1.1). These increased
heatwaves place growing pressure on health
services, caregivers, and local prevention
systems.

Heat, labour and productivity

Spain was among the first countries in
Europe to legally restrict outdoor work
during extreme heat, a recognition that high
temperatures pose a direct threat to
workers' health and livelihoods.

Despite the existence of legislation, in 2024,
heat exposure resulted in the loss of over
174 million potential labour hours, 44%
more than in the 1990s, with an estimated
income loss of  US$2.87 billion
(approximately 2486  million  euros).
Construction workers were hardest hit,
accounting for nearly half of all losses
(indicator 4.1.1).

As heatwaves intensify, occupational heat
exposure is becoming both a health risk and
an economic challenge.

Heat-related mortality and early
warning

From 2022 to 2024, heat-attributable deaths
in Spain ranged from 12,135 (2022) to 6,743
(2024) during summer months, the second
highest toll in Europe after Italy.

Ciudad Real registered the sharpest rise in
heat-related mortality, from 8.8 to 27 deaths
per million inhabitants comparing the 1990s
to 2015-2024 (indicator 1.1.3).



In  Lleida, extreme daily heat-health
warnings, which represent the days when
the risk of dying from heat is extremely high,
have risen from fewer than 1 per year in the
1990s to 8 per year in 2015-2024 (indicator
2.2.2).

These trends reinforce the need for locally
tailored  early-warning  systems  and
prevention measures that reach vulnerable
populations before dangerous heat occurs.

CHANGE IN ANNUAL HEAT-RELATED DEATHS
PER MILLION INHABITANTS IN SPAIN IN 2015-
2024 COMPARED TO 1991-2000




2 INTENSIFYING EXTREME EVENTS: WILDFIRES AND DROUGHTS

Spain continues to experience
increasingly  severe and
prolonged extreme climate
events, which are now
triggering compound impacts
such as flash floods and
infrastructure damage. These
extremes threaten health,
agriculture, and productivity,
underscoring the need for
robust climate adaptation
across sectors.

Drought

Drought shows how one hazard can trigger
others. From 2020 to 2024, 61% of Spain's
land area experienced at least one month of
extreme drought each year, nearly six times
the 1951-1960 average (indicator 1.2.1).
Prolonged dry conditions intensify pressure
or water resources and agriculture, while
also hardening soils and increasing flash-
flood risk when heavy rain occurs, as seen in
the 2024 Valencia floods.

Wildfire danger and mortality

Wildfires are a clear example of the
intensifying risk. In addition to damaging
ecosystems and infrastructure, they worsen
air pollution, increase respiratory and
cardiovascular illness, and place added
pressure on emergency and healthcare
services.

In Spain, wildfire-attributable mortality rose
by 5%, from 932 deaths per 1,000,000
inhabitants in 2003-2012 to 974 deaths per
1,000,000 inhabitants in 2015-2024, while
Melilla recorded the highest increase both in
wildfire danger, up 13.4%, and in wildfire
mortality, which rose by 57% from 0.86 to
1.35 deaths per 1,000,000 inhabitants
(indicator 1.2.2).

These compound extremes cause cascading
health impacts, underscoring the need to
strengthen early-warning systems, urban
drainage, and health preparedness as Spain
faces a hotter, drier, yet more flood-prone
future.




3 ALLERGENS AND POLLEN EXPOSURE

For millions of people in Spain,
spring now arrives earlier,
alongside the worsening of
allergic rhinitis, asthma, and
rhinoconjunctivitis symptoms.

Climate change is shifting the flowering
seasons of allergenic trees, extending and
intensifying pollen exposure across regions
already among the most affected in Europe.
Between 2015 and 2024, alder began
flowering 1-2 weeks earlier in the Balearic
Islands, and olive trees followed the same
pattern across the Balearic Islands, Valencia,
and Murcia, compared to the 1990s
(indicator 1.4.1).

Earlier pollen seasons are associated with
greater pressure on primary care services,
increased medication use, and worsening

symptoms among people living with allergic
disease. Alder concentrations are highest in
Galicia and Asturias, while the Murcia region
bears the greatest olive pollen burden; these
regions require tailored prevention and
monitoring efforts.

The health consequences are significant.
Allergic rhinitis affects between 4% and 32%
of the European population and around
14.6% of Spanish adolescents. The
conditions triggered or worsened by pollen
exposure carry a substantial burden on
quality of life, productivity, and healthcare
systems. Strengthening allergenic pollen
surveillance and integrating climate-sensitive
allergy risks into public health planning will
become increasingly important as exposure
patterns continue to change.




4 HEALTH BENEFITS OF MITIGATION

Spain's energy transition s
already delivering important
health benefits, above all
through improvements in air
quality linked to cleaner
electricity  generation and
lower reliance on fossil fuels.
However, progress remains
uneven across sectors, and

key  policy  contradictions
continue to slow  the
transition.

Energy transition and air quality

Spain's shift away from coal has been one of
the greatest success stories in recent years.
A 12.1% reduction in coal's share of
electricity generation between 2016 and
2023 (indicator 3.1.2), combined with
renewables reaching around 40% of

elactricity supply in 2023 placed Spain
among the top five EEA countries for
renewable energy generation
3.1.3).

(indicator

Deaths attributable to PM2.5 from power
plants fell by 97% between 2000 and 2022,
demonstrating that decarbonising electricity
generation is one of the fastest routes to
reducing air pollution mortality. Over the
same period, PM2.5-attributable deaths in
Spain declined by 57% in the transport
sector and 13% in households (indicator
3.2.1), even though these sectors still
represent significant opportunities  for
further action.

Fossil fuel subsidies

Despite this progress, a critical contradiction
persists in Spain's climate finance landscape.
While the carbon pricing mechanism
generated €4 billion in revenue in 2023,
fossil fuel subsidies reached a record high of
€10.3 bDillion, resulting in a net carbon
revenue of €-6.3 billion (indicator 4.2.1).
These subsidies continue to support high-
emission  activities, undermining  both
climate targets and associated health gains.

Redirecting fossil fuel subsidies toward clean
energy and health-protective infrastructure
could accelerate both emissions reductions
and public health improvements.




Healthcare sector emissions

Healthcare contributes to both greenhouse
gas and air pollution emissions, which are
both expected to increase as demand for
healthcare services grows.

Healthcare sector emissions in Spain were
estimated to contribute 357 kg CO2
equivalent (CO2e) per person in 2022,
corresponding to a 19:8% decrease per
person, compared with 2010 (445 kg CO2e
per person). Although this reflects efficiency
gains, continued increases in healthcare
demand risk reversing this progress
(indicator 3.5). Meeting net zero goals by
2050 will require targeted decarbonisation
strategies across health infrastructure,
procurement, and clinical care.

Diet, health and emissions

Food systems represent a double risk, both
for health and for climate change.

Food-related greenhouse gas emissions,
mainly from red meat and dairy, increased
by 1.3% in Spain between 2021 and 2022
(indicator 3.4.1), equivalent to each person
driving 113,000 km by car in a year. Mortality
due to unhealthy diets rose 7.5% in the
same period (148 deaths per million), far
above the European average increase of 1%
(indicator 4.1.3). The associated economic
burden also increased substantially.

Healthier and more sustainable diets could
deliver simultaneous benefits for population
health, emissions reduction, while also
helping reduce social inequalities in nutrition
and diet-related disease.




Policy landscape in health and climate change

The evidence in this brief
shows that climate change
is already affecting health
across  Spain  through
multiple interacting
pathways, including rising
heat exposure and heat-

related mortality,
increasing labour
productivity losses,

worsening drought and
wildfire  risks,  changing
pollen Seasons, and
ongoing exposure to air
pollution

These impacts are already placing pressure
on health systems, communities, and the
economy, with disproportionate
consequences for vulnerable populations.

Framing climate change action through
health makes these risks tangible and
politically relevant: it connects policy action
to the prevention of avoidable deaths, the
protection of vulnerable groups, and
improvements in everyday determinants of
health such as cleaner air, healthier
neighbourhoods, and better preparedness

for extreme temperatures. In this sense,
health is one of the clearest evidence-based
rationale for action.

Spain has already established many of the
policy foundations needed to respond to
climate-related  health  risks, including
PESMA, PNACC, the Heat and Cold Plans,
vector-borne disease surveillance
frameworks, and allergenic pollen
monitoring systems.

However, the effectiveness of this
architecture depends on sustained funding,
stronger coordination across sectors and
levels of government, and clearer
mechanisms  for implementation  and
accountability.

With the recent National Heat Plan, Spain
also exemplifies experience in coordinated
action. The plan links forecasting, public
health advice, and action with the
Autonomous  Communities, while the
National Cold Plan broadens this approach
beyond summer heatwaves. This
demonstrates that coordinated climate-
health action is achievable in Spain, while
also highlighting the need for clearer
priorities, stronger protection of vulnerable
populations, improved coordination across
administrations, and more transparent
reporting of progress, , in line with European
and international guidelines, including the
World Health Organization's Alliance for
Action on Climate Change and Health
(ATACH).




The health sector is both exposed to climate
risks and central to the response. Healthcare
professionals are among the most trusted
voices in society and can help identify
vulnerable patients, integrate climate-related
prevention into  routine care, and
communicate that climate change is a public
health issue.

At the same time, health services are
increasingly expected to reduce their own
environmental footprint while improving
resilience. Progress  towards  more
sustainable and climate-resilient healthcare
remains uneven across the country. Galicia
stands out as a clear example of structured
action on decarbonisation, with its formal
strategy  and measurable  progress
documented in Sanidad por el Clima's Good
practices in decarbonisation of the Galician
Health Service.

Similarly, the Government of Canarias has
launched the Programa Salud Zer0O
Emisiones netas 2030, establishing a formal
strategy with quantified targets and
measurable progress.

Salud
Zer0

B MisionN€EHSS WETAGS

In  contrast, in  many other regional
communities of Spain, activity still appears
fragmented across hospitals, pilot projects,
or local initiatives.

This uneven landscape reinforces the case
for a more coherent national framework
with shared indicators, accountability, and
implementation adapted to the autonomous
communities.




Recommendations

Protecting the health of the Spanish population from climate change requires
coordinated action across government levels. The evidence presented points to
several areas where stronger policy coherence and accountability are associated
with better health and climate outcomes.

EMBED HEALTH ACROSS CLIMATE POLICY

Integrate health considerations across climate mitigation, adaptation, and energy policies, led
jointly by the Ministries of Health and Ecological Transition.

2 RENEW PESMA WITH STRONGER COORDINATION AND ACCOUNTABILITY

Greater alignment between PESMA, heat action plans, allergic pollen monitoring, vector
surveillance, and adaptation and preparedness policy can reduce implementation gaps and
improve health. With measurable targets, annual public reporting, and clearer coordination
across levels of government, the next PESMA cycle could deliver improved efficiency and results.

3 STRENGTHEN COORDINATION WITH THE AUTONOMOUS COMMUNITIES

Support Autonomous Communities to develop vulnerability assessments and strategic programs
including shared indicators, annual reporting, and coordinated implementation frameworks to
promote more equitable delivery across regions.

ACCELERATE HEALTHCARE DECARBONISATION AND SUSTAINABILITY
TRANSITION

Expand decarbonisation efforts across healthcare infrastructure, procurement, and clinical
practice while strengthening climate-health training for health professionals.

5 PRIORITISE VULNERABLE POPULATIONS

Implement adaptation and prevention measures with an equity focus to protect older adults,
children, pregnant women, outdoor workers, people with chronic conditions, and socially
vulnerable populations.
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About this Policy Brief

CONTRIBUTING ORGANISATIONS

LANCET COUNTDOWN IN EUROPE
The Lancet Countdown on Health and
Climate Change is an international research
initiative  that tracks the connections
between climate change and human health.
It publishes its report every year, tracking
progress through its set of indicators. The
Lancet Countdown in Europe is the regional
research centre that provides an overview of
the relationship between public health and
climate change, tracking the region's
response to climate change, and the health
benefits that emerge from this transition
within the European Region.

MEDICAL ALLIANCE FOR PLANETARY
HEALTH

The Medical Alliance for Planetary Health
(AMESAP) was born in 2021, driven by the
Consejo General de Colegios Oficiales de
Médicos de Espafia (CGCOM), with a clear
objective: to articulate a health response to
the climate crisis. Represents +300,000
doctors in Spain through the Official Medical
Schools (COM) and Medical Scientific
Societies (SCM).

SUPPORTING ORGANISATION

ISGLOBAL

The Barcelona Institute for Global Health,
ISGlobal, is the fruit of an innovative alliance
between the "la Caixa" Foundation,
academic institutions and government
bodies to contribute to the efforts
undertaken by the international community
to address the challenges in global health.

ISGlobal is a consolidated hub of excellence
in research that has grown out of work first
started in the world of health care by the
Hospital Clinic and the Parc de Salut MAR
and in the academic sphere by the
University of Barcelona and Pompeu Fabra
University. Its working model is based on the
generation of scientific knowledge through
Research Programmes and Groups, and its
translation through the areas of Education
and Training and Translation and Societal
Impact.
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