Dangerous Heat, Unequal Consequences
by Sofia Moutinho and Elisabeth Gawthrop
Jan. 19, 2021 – This is the story of how 2 neighborhoods in Arizona and Florida became hotspots for sickening heat.
Mario Wilcox won’t set out in the summer without an emergency kit in his car trunk: a cooler with an ice pack and a blanket.  He learned this improvised life saver from his time in the Iraq and Afghanistan wars; ice and a wet cloth can cool down an overheated body.  Now he finds it vital in the intensifying heat of Fort Pierce, Florida, and especially his heat-stressed neighborhood.
More than 2,000 miles away, in Phoenix Arizona, Grace Salinas monitors the street outside her window in a public housing complex, when summer temperatures reach triple digits.  A community leader in the area southwest of downtown, Salinas stocks cold water bottles for anyone she sees struggling with the heat, a situation growing more common each year.
Heat-related illnesses are soaring in Arizona and Florida as the planet warms and temperatures rise.  Among the hottest states in the country, none saw a sharper spike in summertime temperatures over the last century than these 2.  Already, Arizona is considered the hottest state in the U.S., and Phoenix the hottest city, with more than 140 days over 100°F last year alone.  In Florida, the combination of heat and humidity makes it one of the nation’s most dangerous places, according to a recent study.
Poor communities are bearing the brunt of sickening heat in these states, an analysis by Columbia Journalism Investigations and the Center for Public Integrity found.  Federal data capturing most emergency room visits and hospitalizations in Arizona and Florida reveal higher rates of heat-related illnesses in areas with less income.  The data, never before made public at the ZIP code level, also show that the highest rates of heat-related illnesses are in neighborhoods with a history of racial segregation.  Experts say racist policies of the past created conditions, never corrected, that make heat more dangerous for people there today.
Winter has arrived in Arizona and Florida, attracting northerners eager to escape the cold.  It seems easy to forget scorching temperatures now.  But the warming planet will continue to make summers hotter and more deadly.  And that means the problem requires attention year round.
“You would never decide not to heat your home because it is only useful in the winter,” said Howard Frumkin of the University of Washington School of Public Health, who headed the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s climate program in the mid-2000s.  Likewise, the best solutions for extreme heat — planting more trees, creating buddy systems — must be implemented consistently to be effective.  If “efforts lag for months at a time,” he said, “then you lose ground.”
How Heat, Wet or Dry, Affects the Body
Extreme heat overwhelms our body’s ability to regulate its temperature by sweating.  This can lead to heat stress, which has wide-ranging symptoms like cramps, headaches and nausea.  The more severe condition of heat stroke occurs when our body temperature rises to 104°.  That can affect the brain and potentially cause fainting or death.
All that can happen in dry heat, but the combination of heat and humidity is worse.  That’s because humidity prevents our sweat from evaporating enough to cool down.  Scientists assess this combination using what’s known as “wet-bulb temperature.”  Even when air temperatures are hovering around 80°F, humidity can threaten to overheat our bodies.
Climate scientists predict that the heat-humidity combo will hit deadly thresholds as the planet warms.  Such scenarios have more than doubled since 1979 across the southern United States, a recent study shows.  Researchers found parts of Florida and Louisiana along the Gulf of Mexico to have among the deadliest mixtures of hot air temperatures and humidity worldwide.
Children, seniors, and people with chronic conditions are most at risk for heat-related illnesses.  Those experiencing heat-stress symptoms should find a cool place to rest, hydrate, and let someone know they’re not feeling well.  If symptoms worsen, cover your body in cold, wet towels or ice packs.  This can save lives.  And, of course, call 911.
Continuing
The response to the problem in these hotspots is as disparate as the landscape itself.  In the desert city of Phoenix, grassroots groups are partnering with government officials to protect low-income Black and Latino residents from the scorching sun.  But targeted and long-term solutions have yet to come.  In the beachfront city of Fort Pierce, by contrast, local authorities barely recognize the threat of heat and are doing little to nothing about it. 
Adrienne Hollis, a researcher at the Union of Concerned Scientists, studies the effects of the changing climate on the health of historically disadvantaged populations.  She notes that communities of color are often the hardest hit by extreme heat.  According to her calculations, U.S. counties where African Americans or Latinos represent at least 1/4 of the population — most in the South — have faced more days with temperatures above 100°F over a 3-decade period: an average of 18 and 13 days per year, respectively, as compared with roughly 7 days a year for the rest of the country. 
“ZIP codes do determine your health,” Hollis said, “and most of that is because of structural racism.” 
Arizona’s 85007 ZIP code includes both the predominantly low-income Black and Latino area southwest of downtown and the more affluent, white neighborhood of Encanto Park.  In 2017, 85007 had the highest rate of heat-related illness in that state.  CJI’s analysis of the federal data shows per-capita ER visits and hospitalizations linked to problems such as heat stroke, heat exhaustion and dehydration in this 4.5-square-mile area were nearly 10 times the state’s average.  In Florida’s 34950 ZIP code, the majority Black and low-income neighborhood of Lincoln Park where Wilcox lives, residents came to hospitals for these ailments nearly 6 times more often than the statewide average.
The situation in both places has been getting worse, county health data shows.  In and around southwest of downtown Phoenix, the yearly number of heat-related ER visits for every 100,000 people has more than doubled since 2010, to 129.  In Saint Lucie County, where Lincoln Park is located, the rate of such visits in recent years is almost double its mid-2000s level, while hospitalization rates in the same period have more than tripled. 
Emergency calls to 911 in both places reveal the risks faced by residents during the summer and even well into the fall.  Elderly people, overcome by heat, collapsed and injured themselves while walking outside.  Heat exhaustion hit young adults as they biked or waited for a bus.  Potentially deadly heat strokes snuck up on workers laboring in the sun.
Salinas, 70, who grew up in Phoenix’s 85007 ZIP code, is used to seeing people succumb to the baking sun.  She lost a cousin who lived in the neighborhood to heat stroke and witnessed her adult son, sprawled on the ground outside her home, go to the ER for the same reason.  She knows how to identify the danger signs.  “We see people walking by, looking like they need to breathe,” she said.  “If you’re not sweating any more, you’re already in trouble.”  During the summer, the tenant leader also checks on elderly people living in her public-housing complex, built in the 1940s to house Mexican Americans.  She gives people tips on using the air conditioner in more economical ways. 
That may sound like a constant battle.  And it is.  “It’s just the way of life here,” Salinas said.
Unequal Heat
What’s driving this problem is inequality.  Salinas lives in an area largely populated by squat houses with dusty yards, that rivals the hottest spots in Phoenix.  Daytime temperatures here can be 4 to 7°F higher than in the wealthier Encanto, located partly in the 85007 ZIP code just 3 miles north, according to separate experiments conducted by Arizona State University and the Arizona Republic. 
While Encanto is an oasis full of parks, replete with trees that keep the air cooler, the area southwest of downtown, between West Harrison Street and the Maricopa Freeway, is marked by barren lots and heat-trapping cement.  Mirage-like desert mountains on the horizon break up the urban landscape of highways, buildings and fences here.  To make things worse, this area is one of the poorest in town, with residents who often can’t afford to run an air conditioner.  Electricity bills can cost around $600 a month per family.
It’s a dangerous combination.
“That’s where the inequities show,” said Juan Barreto-Declet, a geographer researching environmental vulnerability to heat in Phoenix.  “That is where the vulnerability is higher.”
Those inequities appear to be widening.  State health data shows heat illnesses in this neighborhood and across central Phoenix have increased at a rate 7 times the rest of the city since 2010.  In Encanto, by contrast, the annual rate of heat illnesses has dipped.
CJI’s analysis shows that 79 people who live in the 85007 ZIP code went to the hospital in 2017 because of life-threatening symptoms brought on by heat.  Around half suffered from heat exhaustion, while another 20% succumbed to the more severe condition of heat stroke.
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