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Psychological distress from social and economic disruptions
caused by climate disasters can lead to maladaptive coping
mechanisms, including harmful substance use. Climate
disasters can also exacerbate psychiatric illnesses, making
individuals more vulnerable to substance-related harms,
posttraumatic stress disorder, and anxiety.1 The issue of
climate-related health risks was recently highlighted in an
editorial published by the National Academy of Medicine.?

Conversely, substance use can impair environmental
perception, diminishing an individual’s ability to respond
appropriately to weather changes (e.g., maintaining ade-
quate hydration and wearing appropriate clothing), thereby
increasing the risk of adverse health outcomes. For
example, intake of alcohol, medications, and illicit sub-
stances during heatwaves is associated with increased
mortality rates.®

All these factors can be compounded by climate change-
related disruptions in substance use disorder (SUD)
treatment. Extreme weather events could impair access to
SUD treatment through three distinct impacts: destruction
of physical infrastructure of health facilities; an insufficient
number of mental health professionals due to a surge in
demand; and diversion of funds away from drug policy pro-
grams as resources are reallocated to recover infrastructure
and the economy. Limited access to SUD treatment can
lead to increased relapse and overdose rates.*

The disruption of drug supply and distribution chains
due to climate change may represent a further challenge
to public health.* Extreme temperatures, rising sea levels,
and other environmental changes can impact drug
production and distribution. Resulting drug shortages
could lead to widespread harm among people with
SUD, as individuals may struggle to access and afford
their preferred substances, resulting in more harmful
patterns of use - e.g., taking synthetic cannabinoids such
as “K2” and “Spice” instead of natural substances. Such
disruptions in supply are likely to precipitate severe
withdrawal symptoms and intense cravings, necessitating
urgent medical intervention on a scale healthcare
systems might not be ready for. Drug adulteration would
also likely increase, with a greater risk of unanticipated
events and increased utilization of general health facil-
ities, such as emergency rooms, by affected users.®

Finally, the environmental harm caused by drug
production is also a significant concern. lllegal drug
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production leads to deforestation, air pollution, intensive

water usage and contamination, and soil degradation, as

well as other forms of environmental degradation con-
nected to drug-related crimes such as illegal mining and
logging and wildlife trafficking.®

The emerging intersection between climate change and

SUD demands urgent and targeted attention. Addressing
this nexus requires fostering collaboration between drug
policy reform advocates and environmental justice pro-
ponents to advance integrated approaches that promote
climate justice and public health. Hence, a multidisciplin-
ary approach that integrates environmental sustainability,
drug policy reform, and harm reduction is imperative to
address the complex challenges at the intersection of
climate change and substance use. We propose several
initiatives to mitigate these detrimental effects:

1. Investment in additional research to understand the
repercussions of climate events on substance use
patterns and thus inform policymaking and intervention
strategies.

2. Development of public health strategies focused on harm
reduction approaches to minimize risks for those who use
substances. For instance, tailored educational campaigns
could empower individuals to adopt safer practices, such
as ensuring adequate hydration and recognizing the
heightened risks associated with substance use in high
temperatures.

3. Formulation of response plans in advance of extreme
weather events to provide better care to those who use
substances when these events occur.

4. Advance commitment to allocate resources to healthcare
infrastructure for SUD treatment.

5. Expansion of training on substance use and SUD in
primary care, considering the availability of specialized
care can be limited during extreme climate events.

6. Use digital resources that increase access to healthcare,
such as telehealth appointments and online group therapy
facilitation, to prevent disruption of SUD treatment during
weather-related disasters.

The potential for a public health crisis underscores
the need to address the connection between substance
use and climate change bidirectionally. In other words,
integrating substance-use considerations into climate
change mitigation strategies is as crucial as adjusting
SUD treatment strategies to the emerging circumstances
imposed by climate change. Environmental sustainability,
drug policy reform, harm reduction, amplification of SUD
training, and access to healthcare are fundamental
priorities and should be integrated into multidisciplinary
approaches. These interventions have the potential to
substantially reduce adverse health outcomes and
improve the resilience of vulnerable populations.
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