Climate change drives dangerous fungal infections to spread across Europe and beyond
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The climate crisis is accelerating the global spread of dangerous fungal infections, with rising temperatures allowing pathogens like Aspergillus fumigatus and Aspergillus flavus to infiltrate new regions. This development poses a growing health risk, particularly for vulnerable populations, as exemplified by recent research conducted by scientists at the University of Manchester.
Aspergillus fumigatus is known for causing aspergillosis, a severe and sometimes fatal lung infection, while Aspergillus flavus primarily threatens crops and synthesizes carcinogenic aflatoxins. Current modelling suggests that A. fumigatus could expand its range by 77 per cent by 2100 under high-emission scenarios, potentially exposing an additional nine million people across Europe to this harmful fungus. At the same time, A. flavus is projected to spread over 16 per cent more land globally, putting food security and human health at risk, especially in regions already grappling with climate-induced stress.
Dr. Norman van Rhijn, one of the study's authors, highlighted that environmental parameters—such as humidity and extreme weather—will significantly shape these fungi's adaptation and distribution. This is concerning given the global health burden that fungal infections represent, particularly since they have long been neglected in public health discussions compared to their bacterial counterparts. With fewer than 10 per cent of the world's fungal species described, the potential for emerging threats remains high.
The World Health Organisation recently identified fungal pathogens as critical threats for the first time, signalling a shift in focus towards these often-overlooked infections. Despite this recognition, funding for fungal research remains disproportionately low, an issue that the Wellcome Trust is trying to address with a commitment of over £50 million towards fungal disease research. Dr. van Rhijn noted, “We have already observed the emergence of Candida auris due to rising temperatures, but information on how other fungi might respond has been lacking.”
As the planet warms, the impact of extreme weather events—such as storms, droughts, and wildfires—only compounds the situation by creating optimal conditions for fungal proliferation. While northern regions of Europe may now face an increased risk, some areas in Africa might become uninhabitable for certain fungi. However, due to fungi’s remarkable adaptability and resilience, researchers caution that they might thrive in new conditions.
Compounding the threat is the rising antifungal resistance attributed to the overuse of fungicides in agriculture. The efficacy of available antifungal treatments is often compromised by their toxicity, highlighting the immediate need for innovative solutions. As Viv Goosens, research manager at Wellcome, stated, “Fungal pathogens pose a serious threat to human health by causing infections and disrupting food systems. Climate change will make these risks worse.”
Addressing these challenges will necessitate a concerted effort to fill existing research gaps. By utilising models and distribution maps to monitor the movement of fungi, health authorities can better allocate resources and develop effective interventions. The evolving landscape of fungal infections isn’t merely a medical issue but a public health crisis that demands urgent attention and action in the face of climate change.
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