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Extreme Temperatures 

Does your plan really work? 

ummer is barely upon us and 

already we are seeing 

temperature increases that result 

either directly or indirectly in death. 

Whether you believe in global 

warming or not, there is no escaping 

the fact that summers in the US are 

growing warmer. A recent paper in 

Nature Climate Change predicts that 

temperatures could increase as much 

as 22% in New York City by 2020. For 

many of us, planning for severe 

temperatures is part of our seasonal 

planning. But are we up to the 

challenge as heat waves become 

more common? 

The traditional way we prepare is 

through the development of a severe 

temperature annex that identifies 

responsibilities, triggers for 

government action, and the activities 

that will happen once we hit those 

triggers. I don’t believe this old 

paradigm is going to work all that well 

for us. 

Recognizing the problem 
An effective response to severe 

temperature emergencies requires 

that we know when the conditions 

that create risk will occur. The 

National Weather Service does an 

excellent job of predicting these 

conditions. The big question is who is 

listening. 

Most extreme temperature plans place 

lead responsibility for these types of 

emergencies on the public health 

department. But public health 

departments don’t generally monitor 

the weather directly, relying mainly on 

news reports that may not always be 

timely. Dispatch centers do monitor 

weather but usually only as it affects 

current operations; they generally 

don’t do long range monitoring. 

The first step in effective response to 

extreme temperatures is to identify 

who does long range weather 

monitoring in your crisis team and 

determine how that information is 

shared with the agencies involved in 

planning and response. 

Trigger or indicator? 
Many extreme temperature plans 

identify trigger points for plan 

activation. These trigger points may be 

based on NWS notices and/or certain 

local conditions. For example, the State 

of California considers prolonged 

power outages as one of the triggers 

for its Heat Contingency Plan. A 

common trigger is an “abnormal” rate 

of mortality or medical emergencies.

S 

http://www.nature.com/nclimate/journal/vaop/ncurrent/full/nclimate1902.html
http://www.noaawatch.gov/themes/heat.php
http://www.calema.ca.gov/PlanningandPreparedness/Documents/Heat%20Contingency%20Plan%20Rev%20April%202010.pdf
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The problem with triggers is that few agencies 

actually follow them. Most often this is because 

the plan attempts to make the decision 

automatic through the use of triggers but 

provides triggers that are vague. What is 

“abnormal” for example?  Another is the 

phrase, “one or more triggers.” How many and 

or what combination triggers activation? 

This confusion suggests that what we really 

need are indicators that spark communication 

among the crisis team instead of a trigger that 

generates an automatic response. A more 

effective methodology is to use any indicator as 

an opportunity to poll the team via conference 

call to assess the current conditions. This gives 

the team an opportunity to consider the 

potential emergency in light of specific 

conditions with sufficient lead time to 

formulate a plan of action. 

Response will be labor intensive 

A common response for extreme temperature 

emergencies has been to identify or establish 

“cooling centers” where people can go to 

escape the heat. Some of these shelters are 

merely public places with air conditioning while 

others may provide limited government 

services.  Despite their popularity, they are not 

effective in reaching those truly at risk. 

In Heat Wave: A Social Autopsy of Disaster in 

Chicago, a study of the 1995 heat wave that 

killed over 700 people, Eric Klinenberg 

demonstrates that those most at risk are those 

who are socially isolated. This social isolation 

may be the result of mobility issues but it can 

also be produced by social factors such as age, 

poverty, and fear of crime. This means that 

those most at risk from extreme temperatures 

are those least likely to leave their homes and 

go to government-provided safe areas. 

This suggests that while cooling centers might 

make for good press and demonstrate highly 

visible government action, the real work will 

need to be done through outreach efforts by 

government agencies. This outreach effort will 

most likely be borne by public health and social 

services agencies that are most familiar with at-

risk individuals but they will need support from 

other agencies such as police and emergency 

medical services. 

Planning considerations 
Planning for extreme temperature emergencies 

must begin with an understanding of who is 

truly at risk. The majority of the public will have 

the resources to take care of themselves and a 

campaign of public service announcements will 

meet most needs. Committing resources to 

open cooling or warming centers must be done 

judiciously; most people will already be aware 

of public areas and will make use of them. 

The real heavy-lifting though must be done by a 

coalition of public health, social services, and 

community-based organizations, supplemented 

by other government agencies as needed. 

These agencies should form the core of your 

crisis response team. They should be identified 

in advance and hold at least one meeting at the 

start of the season to review the plan and 

update resources. 

Avoid reliance on “triggers” and instead identify 

indicators that suggest that the team should be 

convened. Triggers initiate automatic action 

while indicators initiate dialog. The decision to 

activate your plan will likely require 

consideration of multiple factors and decisions 

on the best application of limited resources. 

Extreme temperature emergencies are 

predictable and what is predictable can be 

prevented or mitigated.  

http://astore.amazon.com/cantoonemergm-20/detail/0226443221
http://astore.amazon.com/cantoonemergm-20/detail/0226443221

