
BACKGROUND 

Over the past 60 years, Wisconsin 

has generally become warmer and 

wetter, especially during the winter 

months.1  A warmer and wetter 

Wisconsin will affect our health.  

HOW CLIMATE CAN IMPACT 

HEALTH 

Evidence and research drawn from 

the Wisconsin Initiative on Climate 

Change Impacts (WICCI) suggests the 

following climate and health impacts: 

Precipitation Changes 

A general increase in precipitation 

may occur across the state. Seasonal 

changes in precipitation may cause 

extended dry periods during the 

summer, but also flooding during 

heavy and intense rain periods.1 

Potential health impacts include risk 

of stress and mental health 

disorders,2 flood-related food and 

waterborne illnesses,3 injuries, and 

drowning.4 

Heat Extremes 

Average annual temperatures in 

Wisconsin could increase by 4-9°F by 

2055.1 Extreme heat is associated 

with increased loss of life.5 Certain 

populations, especially the elderly 

and socially isolated individuals, are 

at increased risk of heat-related 

death.6 Air quality degradation due to 

heat may lead to respiratory distress 

and additional airborne pollen may 

lead to allergic reactions.7,8 

Drought 

Drought conditions could lead to 

reduced drinking water in the late 

winter and spring, followed by an 

extended period of warming and 

drought.1 Drought conditions may 

lead to reduced drinking water 

availability, food insecurity, and 

respiratory distress from dust, pollen, 

and airborne particulates.4 

Winter Weather Changes 

Winter storms producing heavy 

snowfall or ice can lead to more 

traffic accidents, deaths, and injuries 

due to poor travel conditions.  

Winter weather patterns in much of 
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the state may shift to more rain, sleet, or ice, which 

can damage power lines, leading to power outages 

that place chronically ill patients on medical devices 

at greater risk.1,3 

Disease Vectors 

A warmer, wetter climate could create more 

favorable conditions for human cases of West Nile 

Virus, carried by mosquitoes, and Lyme disease, 

carried by deer ticks. Changing environmental 

conditions may also support new mosquito-borne 

diseases in Wisconsin, and a northward shift in the 

range of the lone star tick and associated tick-borne 

diseases into Wisconsin.9,10 

Surface Water 

Changes to precipitation volume, seasonality, and 

intensity may all lead to increased risk for flooding 

and flood-related health problems.1 Flood events can 

produce increases in bacterial and viral infections and 

waterborne outbreaks in drinking water and lakes 

and rivers.3 Contamination of surface water with 

phosphorous and nitrogen may lead to blooms of 

toxin-producing blue-green algae that will pose a risk 

to residents, visitors, and their pets.11 

Groundwater 

Extremely intense and frequent rainfall events may 

lead to excessively fast recharge of local groundwater 

levels, which leads to “groundwater flooding.” 

Conversely, water demands during extended dry 

periods may quickly draw down the local water table, 

leading to shallow wells going dry.12 Drought 

conditions can potentially threaten and impact all 

water users.  Residents utilizing groundwater for 

drinking water may notice water with different tastes 

or odors due to changes in water chemistry, and may 

be at risk for consuming heavy metals, organics, and 

other contaminants.3,11 

PREPARING FOR CLIMATE EFFECTS 

Learn how to prepare for the health impacts of 

climate by reviewing the Climate and Health 

Program’s extreme weather toolkits and other 

resources at dhs.wisconsin.gov/climate. 
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