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OVERVIEW

Climate change impacts all of us in various ways - from
increasing temperatures, wildfires, drought, flooding,
and sea level rise. Currently, scientists are studying how
diseases may be accelerated due to climate change.

Infectious diseases are caused by microorganisms such
as viruses, bacteria, parasites, or fungi (infection agents).
219 These infection agents may live, grow, and multiply

in human, animal, or environmental habitats known

as reservoirs. Infection agents may be transmitted o
susceptible people (hosts) through direct contact, droplet
spread, via airbome fransmission, through vectors such
as mosquitoes, fleas, and ticks, or through “vehicles” such
as food and water.

An epidemicis a widespread occurrence of an infec-
tious disease in a specific community at a distinct fime.?°

A pandemic is an epidemic that occurs worldwide, or
over a very wide area.?? |t crosses infernational bound-
aries and usually affects a large number of people.
One of the most important characteristics of pandemics
and epidemics is that most of the population does not
have immunity towards the disease. If a disease causes
mild fo asymptomatic effects, it is more likely that human
carriers will inadvertently spread it. Diseases that cause
severe illness can limit spread, especially if the mortality
rate is high. Climate change has the potential to affect
infection agents, reservoirs, and the susceptibility of hosts
and threatens to alter the rates, spread, source, and
location of infectious diseases.?
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HOW CLIMATE CHANGE MAY
CONTRIBUTE TO PANDEMIC
OUTBREAKS

Loss of biodiversity, increasing temperatures, and wildfires
can create favorable environmental conditions for an in-
crease in the frequency and infensity of disease outbreaks.”
Specifically, infectious diseases are becoming more emer-
gent and easily transmitted via vectors (such as mosquitos)
as they are sensitive to climatic changes.”® Vectors and their
pathogens prefer a warmer and more humid climate and
have the ability to survive in some areas that they were not
able to survive before ®

Emerging diseases can be categorized as "newly emerg-
ing", "re-emerging”, or “deliberately emerging” and can
be caused by changes in ecosystem, climate, or human
behaviors.®"" More specifically, emerging diseases are
characterized by at least one of the following criteria:

1. diseases caused by a new, previously unknown agent
or syndrome;

2. disease symptoms that are more severe and/or more
difficult to treat;

3. increased disease incidence in a region; and,
4. widening global distribution."

Early studies have shown a positive correlation between air
pollution and the spread of COVID-19.22% Pollytants such
as PM?* (particulate matter less than 2.5 micromefers), ni-
frogen oxide, and sulfur dioxide are contributing to overall
air pollution. In the western U.S., wildfires have increased

in infensity and severity as a result of climate change, and
PM?2 concentrations from wildfire smoke have increased
as a result. %7

Research has shown that, for individuals exposed long

term to these pollutants (including wildfire smoke), leads

to respiratory illnesses, lung inflammation, and are more
prone fo infection agents including SARS-Cov-2, the virus
that causes COVID-19.223 24 SARS stands for severe acute
respiratory syndrome and along with COVID-19, both
belong to the coronavirus family, which is a “Jarge family of
respiratory viruses that can cause mild fo severe diseases
from the common cold fo respiratory syndromes.”?
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TRIBES AND COVID-19

American Indian and Alaska Native (Al/AN)
communities have suffered from health disparities since
1492 with the arrival of Europeans and the infroduction
of new infectious diseases.” The 1928 Spanish influen-
za pandemic, the onset of the Sin Nombre hantavirus

in the Four Corners region in the 1990s, and the 2009
HINT1 influenza A pandemic have all severely affected
the American Indian and Alaska Native population with
infection rates higher than any other racial and ethnic
group in the United States. Now, history repeats itself
as COVID-19 continues fo take a disproportionate toll
on the health and economy of Al /AN communities
throughout the United States.>” It is important to note that
the true impacts of COVID-19 on Indigenous Peoples
(including Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders) may
not be reflected in the overall data and analyses being
done by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,
the Department of Health and Human Services, and
other researchers.?”?¢ This may be due to lack of data
collection by state and local agencies on the impacts
of COVID-19 on Native Hawaiians, Pacific Islanders,
and other Indigenous Peoples that may not be federally
recognized by the U.S. government.?%8
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The disproportionate toll of COVID-19 impacts on Tribal
communities is a direct failure of the U.S. government’s
frust and treaty responsibilities with Tribes. According fo
the Indian Health Service, COVID-19 is widespread in
Tribal communities, especially on the Navajo Nation
with a per capita death rafe higher than any U.S. state,
coupled with high unemployment rates.?

Tribal communities are socially more susceptible to the im-
pacts of pandemics and epidemics due to socioeconomic
factors such as families living in multi-generational house-
holds, limited access to quality health care, unemployment,
poverty, and food insecurity. 42 Within these communities,
certain subpopulations are particularly vulnerable to the
effects of a pandemic. Vulnerable populations in Tribal
communifies may include those with underlying health con-
ditions, disabilities, elderly, and /or residents living in remote
and isolated areas.*

Under the United States federal policies of self-determina-
fion through self-government, Native Americans are largely
self-funded with a full array of basic governmental services
that any state or local government is expected to provide.
American Indian and Alaska Nafive governments are sover-
eign entities with authority to establish and administer public
health programs within their communities, yet lack capaci-
ty to provide services due to funding limitations.*'® Further,
Native Americans are not able to collect adequate taxes to
pay for operation and services that would help mitigate the

effects of COVID-19.

Due to funding limitations, inadequate infrastructure, and
decades of energy extraction, nearly 48% of Native
American communities do not have access to safe and
clean drinking water and therefore, are more susceptible
to the spread of COVID-19.%"'8 |n addition, lack of access
to clean water and proper sanitation may exacerbate the
impacts on health, education, and economic development
in Tribal communities.”

Developing and operating small businesses on Tribal lands
was already a challenge before the arrival of the COVID-19
pandemic due to a variety of facfors and therefore, many
Tribes relied on a single revenue stream such as casinos and
coal mining or oil and gas operations.® Since the onset of
the pandemic, lockdowns and curfews were mandated on
many Tribal lands, which forced Tribal casinos, crifical busi-
nesses and other services to close, resulting in job loss and
services such as health care, education, and law enforce-
ment.”
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RESPONSES & ACTIONS TO ADDRESS THE SPREAD OF COVID-19 FOR TRIBES

Since the onset of COVID-19 in early 2020, numerous orga-
nizations, Tribes, and programs have initiated efforts to help
address the impacts and challenges it has brought upon Tribes
across the country. Some of these include Seeding Sovereignty,
Navajo & Hopi Families COVID-19 Relief Fund, NDN Collec-
tive COVID-19 Project, Native Waters on Arid Lands (NWAL)
project, and more.

Before the pandemic, the NWAL project team had been work-
ing on understanding and helping Tribes find ways to address
the impacts of climate change.? Since March 2020, their focus
switched to finding ways to address the impacts of the pandemic
on Tribes, and have been meeting weekly (virtually) with Tribal
Colleges and Universities, Tribal leaders, and Federally recog-
nized Tribal extension program agents.

Below are actions that some Tribes have taken to address the

spread COVID-19:
Self-reliance

Food brings people together and for the Makah Tribe, food

has always been an essential part of the community’s security,
but it has become more apparent during the pandemic.® “WWe
have always preserved our culture and tradlitional ways enough
that we go pick nettle, dig clams, and get mussels. Those are
just normal things we do here, " says Isabell Ides of the Makah

Tribe.

Due to lack of running water on both Navajo and Hopi
Nations, organizations and mutual aid efforts such as the Red
Feather Development Group and Kinlani/Flagstaff Mutual Aid

have raised money to provide handwashing stations and a DIY
(Do-lt-Yourself) Emergency Handwashing Station template,
respectively.

Self-isolation

The Grand Caillou/Dulac Band of Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw
along with the Makah Tribe have turned to self-isolation, a
self-sustaining practice that Tribal communities have done for
generations as a means for protection, cultural resiliency, and
traditional ways of living. *¢

“We stayed weeks and weeks and weeks without seeing
anybody, " said Marie Marlene V. Foret, in reference to how
her family would pack up and move to a trapping camp every
fall and sustain themselves with hunting and what they grew on
the land.

Food Sovereignty

Before the pandemic hif, many American Indian and Alaska
Native families and households were already reliant on food dis-
fribution programs such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance

Program {SNAP), the Food Distribution Program on Indian Reser-

vations (FDPIR), and Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for
Women, Infants, and Children (WIC)* Now, there has been an
increase in use of some of these programs as unemployment rates
have increased due to COVID.
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While the pandemic has further impacted and disrupted food ac-
cess and food distribution programs for Tribal communities, it has

also provided the opportunity and importance to strengthen Tribal
food sovereignty.” Some of these opportunities include:

* A partnership between Diné (Navajo) chef Brian Yazzie
and the American Indian Center's Gatherings Café in
Minneapolis, MN to provide healthy, daily meals to over a
hundred elders that were cut off from meal programs;

e The Chevenne River Youth Project has served dinner to

youth that no longer have access to school meals;

e "Resilience Gardens" by Rowen White, director of the
Indigenous Seedkeepers Network in which Rowen pack-
aged and sent seeds to Native families who needed them;
and,

*  The Duck Valley Shoshone Paiute Tribe have developed a
successful hoop house program, which has increased in
demand since the onset of the pandemic.? The program
promotes food security and influences overall physical and
mental health. A hoop house is a type of greenhouse that
can be made with plastic or metal pipes and covered with

plostic.

page 3


https://seedingsovereignty.org/COVID-19
https://www.navajohopisolidarity.org/
https://ndncollective.org/covid-19/
https://ndncollective.org/covid-19/
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/336825e7c44a494ab24c72f67e02814a
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/336825e7c44a494ab24c72f67e02814a
https://www.redfeather.org/
https://www.redfeather.org/
https://www.indigenousaction.org/diy-emergency-handwashing-station-instructions-zine/
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program
https://www.fns.usda.gov/fdpir/food-distribution-program-indian-reservations
https://www.fns.usda.gov/fdpir/food-distribution-program-indian-reservations
https://www.fns.usda.gov/wic
https://www.fns.usda.gov/wic
https://www.kare11.com/article/money/business/behind-the-business/gatherings-cafe-puts-indigenous-foods-at-the-forefront/89-e6115d43-3e37-4122-baab-37be7cc84703
https://lakotayouth.org/
https://nativefoodalliance.org/our-programs-2/indigenous-seedkeepers-network/
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RESOURCES

Below are a few examples of Tribal Hazard Mitigation
Plans that have created guidelines and procedures on
how to prepare for a future epidemic/pandemic:

The Suguamish Tribe Multi-Hazard Mitigation
Plan have provided the following agree-
ment in case of an epidemic emergency:

" Olympic Regional Tribal-Public Health Collabo-
ration and Mutual Aid Agreement: The Suquamish
Tribe, other Tribal Governments, and the County
Health Districts within the state’s Homeland Security
Region 2 entered info a Mutual Aid Agreement in
2010. The purpose of this agreement is to volun-
tarily aid and assist each other by the inferchange
of public health resources and services in the event
that a public health incident, emergency or disaster
situation should occur and overwhelm the capabil-
ities of an immediate local or regional response by
leveraging collective resources.” (pg. 11-4)

The Snoqualmie Tribal Hazard Mitigation Plan out-
lines an emergency response to a future pandemic,
ouflined on pages 4-81 to 4-84.

The Morongo Band of Mission Indians Tribal Haz-
ard Mitigation Plan includes a section in their plan
on Assessing Vulnerabilities to a Pandemic, outlined

on pages 92-94.

FUNDING

%~ % Climate Change and Pandemics Fact Sheet

Tribal Water Utility Water Resources for the
COVID-19 Pandemic:
hitps:/ /www.epa.gov/ coronavirus/tribal-water-utility-

resources-covid- 19-pandemic

FEMA Tribal Funding, Mitigation and Planning
Resources:
hitps:/ /www.fema.gov/about/organization /tribes /funding-

mitigation-planning-resources

Tribal Homeland Security Grant Program:

https:/ /www.fema.gov/grants/preparedness/tribal-home
land-security

Citation: Cooley, C. & Tanzi, E. (2021). Climate Change and Pandemics Fact Sheet, February 2021. Tribes & Climate Change
Program, Institute for Tribal Environmental Professionals, Northern Arizona University.

For more information, contact:
Nikki Cooley, Climate Change Program Co-Manager, Institute for Tribal Environmental Professionals, Nikki.Cooley@nau.edu
Karen Cozzetto, Climate Change Program Co-Manager, Institute for Tribal Environmental Professionals, Karen.Cozzetto@nau.edu
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https://secureservercdn.net/198.71.233.41/82u.26b.myftpupload.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Suquamish-Tribe-Multi-Hazard-Mitigation-Plan-2017.pdf
http://www.snoqualmietribe.us/sites/default/files/linkedfiles/snoqualmie_tribe_hmp_final_11.1.11.pdf
https://morongonation.org/images/pdf/Morongo THMP.pdf
https://morongonation.org/images/pdf/Morongo THMP.pdf
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