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Climate change is multiplying environmental 
hazards for Oregon’s children and their families, yet 
hope remains in bolstering community resilience.

Oregon families and children face a variety of climate-related challenges 
across rural, suburban, and urban communities. While the type and 
intensity of threats vary by region, there is one unifying theme: across our 
state, there is an urgent need for communities to build climate resilience 
and protect against environmental hazards and their downstream effects.

Children are especially vulnerable to the environmental stressors 
being exacerbated by climate change. In the process of their rapid 
development, children need more clean air, water, and nutrients per unit 
of body weight compared to adults. They must also rely on adults around 
them to make sure they are cared for and protected, putting them at high 
risk of physical and psychological traumas from climate-related disasters. 
In addition, children who are exposed to environmental hazards are at risk 
for early development of chronic diseases.11 

Moreover, the impacts of climate change disproportionately affect 
Oregon families who are most vulnerable and can least afford to 
cope11. Structural racism, poverty, and systemic marginalization have 
together resulted in low-income children and children of color facing 
higher rates of exposure to pollution and heat islands4, reduced abilities 
to afford air/water filtration and cooling technologies, and elevated risk of 
facing climate-related disasters, economic burdens, chronic diseases, and 
trauma2. These inequities mean that the challenges of climate change must  
be confronted with strategic and targeted environmental  
justice approaches. 

“There’s been 
increased anxiety, 
eating disorders, more 
parents concerned 
about ADHD...climate 
change will exacerbate 
these issues. If we 
reduce accessibility 
and usability of 
green space, they’ll 
increase. It’s hard to 
be a young person not 
knowing what’s going 
to happen to your 
planet…[it] takes a  
toll on mental health  
as well.”

- Dr. Shaili Rajput, 
Pediatrian
Oregon Pediatric Society 
Environmental/Climate 
Change Team Lead

Climate Change 
& Child  
Well-being
in Oregon
Author: Shauna Rakshe, PhD
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Extreme Heat Water Hazards: 
Drought, Floods, Water Quality

Wildfires

Heat stress can disproportionately impact children of all 
ages because they rely on others to keep them safe, are 
more likely to be active outdoors, and may struggle with 
thermoregulation at hotter temperatures11. As climate 
change progresses, the number of days with maximum 
temperature above 90°F is increasing, making heat stress 
a growing threat around the state. Since 1940, the number 
of “extreme heat days” has risen by more than eight days 
a year in Portland and Pendleton, and by 21 days a year in 
Medford2. According to recent emergency department 
data from the Oregon Health Authority (OHA), 23 
children were admitted for heat-related ED visits in 
2020 and 69 children in 2021, including 28 during the 
extreme heat event in the summer of 202118. In addition to 
the direct health effects of high temperatures, the burden of 
many infectious diseases such as Lyme disease, vibriosis, 
and food-borne pathogens is expected to increase as well.

A challenge unique to urban areas is the “heat island 
effect,” where lack of tree canopy and built environment 
characteristics result in excess heat absorption, causing 
temperatures to rise dramatically. Peak temperatures in 
urban heat islands can be as much as 13°F higher than 
in adjacent areas4. This phenomenon disproportionately 
affects communities of color and lower-income communities, 
meaning families at the highest risk are least able to cope 
adequately. Portland has one of the most intense urban 
heat island effects in the country, and other Oregon cities 
such as Eugene, Medford, and Albany are also highly 
affected2. Recent efforts to improve access to cooling, such 
as the Emergency Heat Relief provision of AC units to high-
risk Oregonians9, address immediate problems but not  
root causes.

Climate change is also predicted to increase the length 
and severity of droughts and floods throughout much of 
Oregon, with overall precipitation expected to decrease 
and heavy rainfall events expected to intensify2. In addition, 
winter precipitation will increasingly fall as rain and not 
snow, reducing vital snowpacks while increasing risks of 
flooding events. Along the coast, flooding is also expected 
to increase as sea levels rise. Besides causing economic 
problems, droughts and water shortages will intensify 
existing disparities in clean water access. Many Oregon 
communities already struggle with water quality 
problems such as well contamination with nitrates7 and 
arsenic, cyanobacterial blooms in community water 
supplies8, and unaffordable water bills12.

While the factors contributing to wildfire severity are complex, 
the frequency of wildfires and the annual area burned in Oregon 
are expected to increase as climate change progresses and 
droughts intensify2. Forest regrowth rates may also slow with 
high temperatures and less water. While rural properties and 
those at the urban-rural interface are most likely to burn, the 
impacts of wildfire go beyond actual structures burned. 
Wildfire smoke contains harmful pollutants that cause 
respiratory and other health problems for people 
downwind of fires. Furthermore, wildfires degrade 
water quality, causing increased levels of contaminants 
such as suspended sediments, nitrate, metals, salts, arsenic, 
and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons10. Wildfires also force 
mass evacuations, leading to unstable living situations and 
lasting mental health impacts for families and children, who 
are especially vulnerable to these effects.
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Economic Well-being 
National and state economic 
instability: price fluctuations, 
food insecurity, housing and 

job security risks, losses 
of natural resources and 

agricultural outputs.

Education 
School disruptions, impacts 

of climate anxiety on 
academic achievement.

Physical & Mental Health 
Reference above acute and 

long-term physiological 
effects, as well as mental 

health consequences tied to 
climate anxiety and dread.

Family & Community 
Disruptions to community 

stability and resilience, 
evacuations, communal 

existential dread, external 
stressors’ ties to instances  

of violence.

DOWNSTREAM EFFECTS ON HOLISTIC CHILD WELL-BEING

Adapted from Perera & Kari (2022)11
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Air Quality: Ozone, Particulates, Allergens Mental Health & Climate Anxiety

Environmental Justice

Social Resilience

Children are especially at risk when exposed to poor air quality, because their active metabolism 
and high activity levels cause them to respire at higher rates than adults. Air pollutants 
such as wildfire smoke, ground-level ozone, and pollen are all expected to increase as 
climate change progresses. This will add to existing health burdens of air pollutants from 
industry and transportation, which already disproportionately affect children of color and those 
living near industrial areas in urban and rural areas alike13.

One type of air pollution known to be particularly damaging is very fine particulate matter, 
known as PM2.5: microscopic particles that penetrate deeply into the lungs and cause 
damage. Wildfire smoke contains high levels of PM2.5 along with other pollutants, and 
while little is known about the effects on children, recent research has found that 
pediatric emergency department and urgent care visits increase during wildfire smoke 
conditions, with the largest effect on young children ages 0 to 51,5. Exhaust fumes, 
which contain PM2.5 along with other pollutants, also damage respiratory health. While 
air filtration systems can provide shelter from pollutants, there are few existing community 
shelters with filtration systems, and low-income families are often unable to afford their own 
filtration systems. In recent years, many regions of Oregon have set records for the number of 
unhealthy air quality days, especially in southern and eastern portions of the state.

Climate change and climate disasters contribute to feelings of anxiety, existential 
dread, and other mental health issues among young people. In the US, an estimated 
75% of youth ages 16 to 25 are at least moderately worried about climate change3. 
A 2022 study by the Oregon Health Authority (OHA) found that anxiety about 
climate change is a major source of stress among Oregon youth, who feel 
disempowered to combat this existential threat16. The report identifies the need 
to engage youth in climate policy and social change discussions as key to 
combating mental distress. It also calls for increased opportunities for youth to 
share feelings about climate change and to interact with nature. 

There is some evidence that collective environmental action can also buffer young 
adults from the effects of climate anxiety14. Climate anxiety is not limited to youth: 
additional research has found that an estimated 65% of all Oregonians are 
worried about global warming and 71% believe that global warming will harm 
future generations6, suggesting that addressing climate change and resilience 
can have far-reaching impacts on the mental health of all Oregon families.

While climate change will impact all communities in Oregon to varying 
degrees, low-income communities and communities of color face 
disproportionate impacts from the environmental hazards magnified 
by climactic shifts. In addition to the above issues tied to heat stress and 
water/air quality, there are other notable impacts on children and families of 
these communities, including: 

Social resilience is the ability of communities to recover 
from adverse events. In Oregon, as elsewhere, 
factors known as social determinants of health 
are thought to be responsible for determining a 
community’s degree of resilience or vulnerability to 
disasters2. These social determinants include access 
to transportation, safe housing, employment, education, 
child care, health care, and more. Within our state, certain 
areas are vastly more vulnerable than others, highlighting 
the need for targeted interventions: non-urban counties 
tend to have lower resilience/higher vulnerability, with 
Malheur, Umatilla, and Jefferson counties at the highest 
risk. Studies by the Oregon Health Authority have 
indicated that community bonding, bridging, and  
linking to institutions of power are important to 
building resilience, but that a key barrier to resilience 
is the inability to meet basic needs15,17.

Economic challenges tied to rising costs in food and 
other consumer goods

Geographical displacement of families impacted by 
climate-related disasters

Burdens on Indigenous communities in accessing 
traditional natural resources and First Foods

Dangerous exposures to extreme heat and poor air 
quality for agricultural workers and their communities

Mental health burdens on young people as a result of 
climate anxiety

“Investing in solutions to climate change is investing in people. I 

connect this work with education and other issues because [those] in 

power refusing to invest in people is not only undemocratic but refusing 

to act with people in danger…It’s a form of government violence.”

- Danny Cage, 
  Portland high  
  schooler &  
  climate activist

“Approximately 85% 

of  our classrooms 

do not have central 

air for temperature 

control, which also 

means there is no 

air exchange to keep 

wildfire smoke out 

of  our buildings or 

mitigate airborne 

illnesses.”19  

(OPB Quote)

- Jared Cordon, 
  Roseburg  
  School District  
  Superintendent 
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Policy Proposals
While curbing emissions is vital to preventing further exacerbation of global climate change, Oregon’s local responses 
to climate-related threats should not be limited to mitigation strategies. Rather, building resilience and adaptation in our 
communities is vital to ensuring that all children and youth in Oregon have a habitable climate in which to thrive now and 
in years to come.

Invest in meeting the basic economic and societal needs of families. Communities are more 
resilient to climate-related hazards and disasters when their members have access to sufficient 
food, water, housing, health care, education, and other resources. Investments in the well-being of 
families and children will result in stronger long-term outcomes for society more broadly. 

Center equity and engage affected communities, including youth, in state and local climate 
planning efforts. Communities impacted most by climate change and by systemic oppression 
should have more input in governmental policy decisions tied to resilience building and community 
protection efforts. Youth, who face longer prospects of future climatic challenges than adults, should 
be intentionally included in climate planning efforts. 

Emphasize long-term solutions, especially those that offer multiple benefits. 
Sustainable solutions that meet the fundamental needs of current and future generations will 
become increasingly important for bolstering community resilience. For example, increasing tree 
coverage in cities helps lower on-the-ground temperatures while also removing particulates from the 
air and improving residents’ quality of life.

Foster cooperation between communities as a vital component of resilience building. Just 
as when people come together to respond to an emergency, social cooperation is the practice of 
resilience. Bonds within and bridges between communities are among the most important assets 
that will hold Oregon together in the face of worsening climate change.

Incorporate climate change science into K-12 education across the state. Climate change is a 
humanitarian and environmental issue, not a political one, and an understanding of climate science 
is essential to science literacy. Climate justice and sustainable resource use should likewise be 
incorporated into the state curriculum.
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