
 
 

The Health Alliance of Northern California (HANC) and the North Coast Clinics Network (NCCN) are regional 
associations of community health centers (CHCs) whose members annually serve more than 208,000 patients across 

13 rural and frontier Northern California counties. 
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Introduction 
 
Rural communities are vulnerable to the effects of 
climate change. Demographic factors like geographic 
isolation, higher poverty rates, and aging populations 
make a rural response to climate change related 
events relatively difficult compared to an urban 
response. Furthermore, rural areas depend on natural 
resources for economic and social activity.i  
 
Climate change is also a danger to human health and 
health equity in rural areas.ii For example, projected 
increases in wildfire frequency due to rising 
temperatures will lead to greater wildfire smoke 
events that affect physical and mental health. Twelve 
of the 20 largest wildfires in California’s recorded 
history have occurred over the last five years. Many of 
these megafires threatened communities that HANC 
and NCCN (the consortia) member community health 
centers (CHCs) serve. iii  
 
The consortia’s megafire-affected CHCs were central 
to their communities’ disaster responses. Many of 
these same organizations have also for years made 
environmental justice an organizational priority. Due 
to this confluence of factors, the consortia’s CHC 
members together agreed in 2022 that climate change 
would be specifically stated as a region-wide priority.  
 
In response to the prioritization, and among other 
actions undertaken to date, the consortia conducted 
an all-member survey to assess current and future 
capacity for climate change mitigation, resilience, and 
leadership activities. This brief will summarize that 
survey’s findings and recommend next steps. 

Climate Change Overview 
 
Gases that trap heat in the atmosphere are called 
greenhouse gases (GHGs).iv Global GHG 
concentrations have steadily increased since the 
Industrial Revolution, and so has global temperature.v 
Among the GHGs most responsible for climate change, 
like methane, nitrous oxide, and fluorinated gases, 
carbon dioxide is the primary culprit.  
 
Earth is now 1° C hotter compared to the preindustrial 
era and is rapidly warming. Extreme weather events, 
like droughts, hurricanes, wildfires, and flooding, are 
becoming more intense, and some types more 
frequent. Sea levels have been steadily rising, and at 
faster rates, largely due to glaciers and ice sheets 
melting, and to the expansion of warming seawater. 

Climate Change and Human Health 
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The U.S. health care sector is responsible for about 
10% of the total GHG emissions in the nation, making 
it the world’s 13th largest emitter if it were a country. 
Given health care’s duty to first do no harm, many 
argue the sector has a moral obligation to reduce its 
GHG emissions.vi Climate change caused 
environmental problems directly or indirectly affect 
health and health care systems. Some climate change 
related adverse health outcomes include higher 
incidence of health-triggered renal disease, asthma, 
heart disease, preterm birth, and mental health 
disorders. 

CHCs can’t offset the entire U.S. health care sector’s 
GHG emissions, but they can work to mitigate their 
own, and can help create more climate change 
resilient facilities and communities. CHCs also have a 
direct role to play in treating and raising awareness 
about the health effects of climate change as the 
federal community health center statute “Authorizes 
health centers to provide additional services necessary 
for the adequate support of primary health services 
including environmental health services, including- (I) 
the detection and alleviation of unhealthful conditions 
associated with (I) water supply; (II) chemical and 
pesticide exposures; (III)air quality.” 
 

Climate Change HANC/NCCN CHC Survey (15/15) 
 
To assess how the consortia’s CHC members are 

currently working to address climate change, an all-

member survey was conducted, which 15 out of 15 

member organizations completed. The survey was 

structured to assess current climate change mitigation 

(energy efficiency, waste management, water 

conservation), resilience, and leadership activities, and 

interest in adopting future climate change related 

collaborative activities.  

Climate Change Mitigation Finding #1 
Every CHC is engaged in an energy efficiency strategy 

in at least one of their sites 

Examples of energy efficiency strategies include: 

• Upgrading facilities with sustainable energy 

equipment such as solar panels, smart 

thermostats, energy efficient insulation 

• Installing motion detector lighting in all rooms  

• Upgrading lighting in facilities with LED lights  

“One of our clinic’s seven values is sustainability and 

another is stewardship. Clean and renewable energy is 

incorporated in what we value.” 
-Survey respondent 

 

Climate Change Mitigation Finding #2 
Every CHC is engaged in a waste management 

strategy in at least one of their sites 

Examples of waste management strategies include: 

• Recycling paper, plastics, and e-waste  

• Reusing, donating, or selling unneeded supplies 
such as electronics, furniture, office supplies, 
and/or surplus food waste 

• Using paperless patient forms and meeting 
packets whenever possible 

 

“We continue to reduce paper printing by 

implementing electronic workflows.” 
-Survey respondent 

 

Climate Change Mitigation Finding #3 
93% of CHCs are engaged in a water conservation 

strategy in at least one of their sites 

Examples of water conservation strategies include: 

• Using sustainable landscaping practices to reduce 
the use of potable water for irrigation  

• Conducting regular assessments and maintenance 
of pipes and boiler systems to prevent leaks 

• Upgrading or retrofitting water-use equipment 
and fixtures, like faucets, toilets, dishwashing 
and/or sterilizer equipment 
 

 

We are interested in reducing water usage. Any 

remodels or new construction takes this into 

consideration. We identify and repair leaks quickly. 
- Survey respondent 

 

Climate Change Resilience Finding #1 
Every CHC is engaged in a resilience strategy in at 

least one of their sites 

Examples of resilience strategies include: 

• Clearing a defensible space around facilities  

• Adopting, or developing a purchasing plan, for on-
site solar energy and battery backup  

• Planting trees strategically to create shade and 
reduce surrounding heat 
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Climate Change Resilience Finding #2 
Nearly every CHC would assist its community’s 
climate change resilience in at least one of the 

following ways 

If necessary — 

• 87% would provide space as a cooling center in 
their community 

• 93% would provide clean air space for their 
community during periods of prolonged and 
severe wildfire smoke 

• 60% would procure and distribute potable water 
to their community during extreme drought 

 

“FQHCs are a vital part of the communities they serve. 

During COVID, we were able to help several agencies 

that also serve the public with supplies. We will 

continue to help where we can.” 
-Survey respondent 

 

Climate Change Leadership Finding 
65% of CHCs are not engaged in an active climate 

leadership activity 

Examples of leadership strategies include: 

• Educating health care professionals/staff on 
challenges/solutions related to climate and health 

• Educating patients/communities on the challenges 
and solutions related to climate and health 

• Encouraging public policy, economic development 
and investment strategies that move societies 
away from fossil fuel dependency and foster a 
healthy energy future 

 
Recommendations 
 
Climate change is a threat to human health as 
warming temperatures, extreme heat, and poor air, 
food, and water quality directly and indirectly affect it. 
Further, the increasing seriousness and frequency of 
climate events, like megafires, threatens health care 
operations, creating challenges in ensuring care 
continuity and patient safety. These climate-related 
risks are particularly problematic for those living at 
racial, ethnic, socioeconomic, and geographic 
disadvantage.vii As such, health care organizations like 
CHCs have a moral imperative to reduce their GHG 
emissions while addressing the climate health needs 
of their disproportionately impacted patient 
populations.  

This survey’s results show that the consortia’s CHC 
members are engaged in climate mitigation and 
resilience activities, but that there is a desire to do 
more. Policy makers, elected officials, and the 
philanthropic community are therefore implored to 
help realize the following recommendations: 
 

1) Provide needed resources and tools for CHCs to 

track and monitor their energy utilization by 

tailoring tools like https://calculatehealthimpact.org/  

2) Make solar, battery backup, and electric vehicle 

charging station adoption more financially 

accessible. Help scale efforts like Collective 

Energy’s: https://collectiveenergyco.com/lets-connect  

3) Encourage adoption of climate health education 

programs like the Climate for Health Ambassador 

Program: https://ecoamerica.org/health/  

4) Make community health workers (CHWs) billable 

at CHCs. If billable, CHCs could better employ 

CHWs for climate health related services. 

5) Incentivize health care and climate change 
industry partnerships in rural areas to advance 
climate change mitigation and resilience advocacy 
and leadership activities. 

 

References  
 

i USGCRP. “Fourth National Climate Assessment: Summary 
Findings.” Fourth National Climate Assessment, 2018, 
nca2018.globalchange.gov  
ii “Climate Change and Health Equity.” HHS.gov, 6 May 2022, 
www.hhs.gov/climate-change-health-equity-environmental-
justice/climate-change-health-equity/index.html  
iii “Living Under Smoky Skies—Understanding the Challenges Posed 
by Wildfire Smoke in California.” Living Under Smoky Skies—
Understanding the Challenges Posed by Wildfire Smoke in 
California, 14 Nov. 2022, lao.ca.gov/Publications/Report/4644  
iv “Overview of Greenhouse Gases | US EPA.” US EPA, 16 May 
2022, www.epa.gov/ghgemissions/overview-greenhouse-gases  
v “The Causes of Climate Change.” Climate Change: Vital Signs of 
the Planet, 8 Dec. 2022, climate.nasa.gov/causes. 
vi Skerrett, Patrick. “Doctors Pledge to Do No Harm. The Entire 
Health Care Sector Should Do the Same by Battling Climate 
Change.” STAT, 11 Aug. 2021, 
www.statnews.com/2021/08/11/doctors-health-care-sector-
battling-climate-change  
viiReducing Healthcare Carbon Emissions.” Reducing Healthcare 

Carbon Emissions: A Primer on Measures and Actions for 

Healthcare Organizations to Mitigate Climate Change | Agency for 

Healthcare Research and Quality, Sept. 2022, 

www.ahrq.gov/healthsystemsresearch/decarbonization/index.htm

l. 

https://calculatehealthimpact.org/
https://collectiveenergyco.com/lets-connect
https://ecoamerica.org/health/
https://nca2018.globalchange.gov/
http://www.hhs.gov/climate-change-health-equity-environmental-justice/climate-change-health-equity/index.html
http://www.hhs.gov/climate-change-health-equity-environmental-justice/climate-change-health-equity/index.html
https://lao.ca.gov/Publications/Report/4644
http://www.epa.gov/ghgemissions/overview-greenhouse-gases
http://www.statnews.com/2021/08/11/doctors-health-care-sector-battling-climate-change
http://www.statnews.com/2021/08/11/doctors-health-care-sector-battling-climate-change
http://www.ahrq.gov/healthsystemsresearch/decarbonization/index.html
http://www.ahrq.gov/healthsystemsresearch/decarbonization/index.html


Every community health 
center is engaged in a 
waste management  
strategy in at least one 
of their sites

100%

WASTE
MANAGEMENT

15/15 Community Health Centers 
are engaged in an energy efficiency 
strategy in at least one of their sites.

ENERGY
EFFICIENCY

WATER CONVERSATION

Community Health Centers are 
engaged in a water conservation 
strategy in at least one of their 
sites.

93%
15 out of 15 member organizations completed a survey 
structured to assess current climate change mitigation:
                               • energy efficiency
                               • waste management
                               • water conservation
                               • resilience
                               • leadership activities                                • leadership activities 
                               • interest in adopting future 
                                 collaborative activities. 

HANC and NCCN (the consortia) community health 
center (CHC) members comprised of rural/frontier 
FQHCs have made environmental justice an organization-
al priority for years. In 2022, the consortia membership
agreed  that climate change should be specifically
stated as a collaborative priority.

SURVEY RESULTS

CLIMATE CHANGE
INFOGRAPHIC
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