Extreme heat days in Michigan threaten pregnant people’s health as climate risks accelerate
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As we approach the summer months, the escalating threat of extreme heat due to climate change is a growing concern, particularly for pregnant individuals. Recent studies, including a significant report from Climate Central, highlight that across Michigan, the state has experienced an additional seven days of extreme heat each year over the last five years. This increase is echoed nationally, with parts of the Southwest witnessing a jump of approximately three weeks in extreme heat days. Climate experts stress that even a single day of extreme temperatures can pose serious risks for maternal and fetal health, potentially reversing recent advancements in reproductive health outcomes.
Pregnant people face unique vulnerabilities during heat episodes, as their bodies undergo significant changes, affecting their ability to regulate temperature. Lyndsey Darrow, an epidemiology professor at the University of Nevada Reno, explains that alterations in blood circulation and increased physiological demands heighten the risk of complications such as eclampsia, high blood pressure, and preterm birth. The ramifications of climate change extend beyond heat alone; air pollution, flooding, and damage to essential infrastructure can severely impact prenatal care services, exacerbating the stressors that expectant parents face.
Elaine Batchlor, CEO of Martin Luther King Jr. Community Hospital, notes that urban environments contribute to a phenomenon known as the urban heat island effect, where cities are significantly warmer than their rural counterparts due to reduced green spaces and excessive concrete. This intensifies health risks for pregnant people, as urban areas suffer from higher air pollution levels, further complicating pregnancy outcomes.
To mitigate the risks associated with extreme heat, local authorities are taking proactive measures. Denise Fair Razo, the chief health officer for the Detroit Health Department, has communicated that the city has enhanced the number and accessibility of cooling centers. These facilities aim to provide safe, air-conditioned environments for residents during declared heat emergencies. Fair Razo emphasized the importance of rapid response during emergencies, stating that cooling centers can become operational within an hour of severe weather alerts, ensuring that residents have immediate access to relief from the heat.
In addition to cooling centers, the city of Detroit has offered guidance to its residents on coping strategies during extreme heat events. Recommendations include staying hydrated, avoiding alcohol and caffeine, wearing light-coloured and loose-fitting clothing, and staying indoors whenever possible. Community initiatives, such as resilience hubs created by organisations like Eastside Community Network, further provide vital resources, including solar power and support during climate-induced emergencies.
Despite these efforts, the challenges continue. Allegra Hill, a professional midwife, highlights that extreme heat diminishes the availability of outdoor activities, which can help relieve prenatal stress. Hill also points out that such environmental stressors can hinder access to preventive health measures that are crucial during pregnancy.
The current context of rising temperatures is compounded by systemic barriers, particularly for communities of colour. Research indicates that African American mothers are disproportionately affected by heat-related complications, further stressing the need for equitable healthcare access and targeted intervention strategies.
As we prepare for the steamy days ahead, it is essential for pregnant individuals and those in their support networks to remain vigilant about heat exposure and to utilise local resources. The consequences of climate change are manifesting rapidly, and protecting maternal health during these transformative years remains a pressing concern warranting immediate and sustained action.
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