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According to the World Meteorological Organiza-
tion (WMO), 2024 was confirmed to be the warm-
est year on record, based on data from six inter-
national datasets.1 In many European countries, 
temperatures were above 40°C. For example, in 
Romania, 2024 marked the hottest year in the 
nation’s meteorological history, with 15 red alerts 
issued for heatwaves and extreme thermal dis-
comfort.2 Spain also experienced extreme heat, 
with 2024 ranking as the third-hottest year in 
the country’s recorded history.3 According to the 
EU’s Copernicus Climate Change Service and the 
WMO, people in Spain and Greece experienced 
ten times more stress with unusual tempera-
tures above 47°C. Alarmingly, heatwave-related 
deaths in Europe have increased by approxi-
mately 30% over the past 20 years.4

This trend is closely linked to the continued 
emissions of greenhouse gases, which have 
caused a rise in global temperatures. As a re-
sult, the frequency and intensity of heatwaves 
and hot summers have increased significantly. 
Remarkably, the past ten years have all ranked 
among the ten hottest years ever recorded, il-
lustrating a persistent and alarming trend that is 
expected to continue.5 

The maximum temperature threshold varies 
across European countries. Thus, there is no 
standard definition of heatwave across Europe. 
However, the Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change (IPCC) defines a heatwave as a pe-
riod of abnormally hot weather, often character-
ised by temperatures above a relative threshold, 
lasting from several days to even months.6

Among all extreme weather events, heat ex-
posure is associated with the highest mortal-
ity rates. 7 This does not just represent a pub-
lic health risk but also a burden to the already 
strained healthcare systems. As these events 
grow longer and more intense – according to 
the European Climate Risk Assessment - their 
health impacts are also expected to increase.8 
The impact on health of people experiencing 
homelessness is of particular attention as they 
will be disproportionately affected by the harm-
ful impacts of heatwaves.9 In the UK, The Dying 

Homeless Project,10 implemented by the Muse-
um of Homelessness, revealed that more deaths 
among people experiencing homelessness oc-
cur in the summer months, challenging the com-
mon perception that winter poses the greatest 
risk. Another study from the UK found that even 
moderate increases in temperature significantly 
raise hospitalisation risks for people experienc-
ing homelessness.11 The 2024 Italian report by 
FIO.PSD shows that the percentage of people 
dying in winter is similar to that registered in the 
summer months, with both periods recording 
the highest mortality rates compared to the rest 
of the year.12

News coming from the US confirms a similar 
situation: half of the deaths reported during 
the heatwave of 2023 were people experiencing 
homelessness.13 Also in the US, in a qualitative 
study of 42 people experiencing homelessness, 
88.1% had faced extreme heat. Many described 
severe physical and psychological impacts, 
worsened by being forced to leave shaded areas 
during summer.14 The organisation Infirmiers de 
rue in Brussels also highlighted that heatwaves 
can have a significant psychological impact on 
people experiencing homelessness. The irrita-
bility and restlessness caused by the heat can 
increase interpersonal conflict, making life on 
the streets even more difficult.15

Traditionally, the winter period is considered 
the most dangerous one for people without safe 
housing and thus, most attention and protection 
measures are focused on this period.16 Howev-
er, recent findings underscore the urgent need 
to address heat-related vulnerabilities among 
people experiencing homelessness, which are 
often overlooked in comparison to cold-weather 
emergency protocols.

Introduction 

To prevent avoidable suffering 
and loss of life, public health and 
climate adaptation strategies at 
both EU and national levels must 
include heatwave response plans 
for people without shelter.
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Vulnerability to the impacts of heatwaves is as-
sociated with three main factors: how much a 
person is exposed to heat (exposure); how sen-
sitive a person is to heat, which can be amplified 
by socioeconomic conditions and interact with 
existing comorbidities (sensitivity); and finally, 
the capacity to cope with or recover from heat, 
which relates to the access and availability of 
structures and resources (adaptability). Below 
in the text we will further explore how heat-
waves impact people experiencing homeless-
ness based on these aspects of  vulnerability.17

Exposure Vulnerability
People experiencing homelessness are at a 
heightened risk of developing heat-related ill-
nesses due to constant exposure to harsh en-
vironmental conditions, as they are forced to 
spend prolonged periods of time in direct sun-
light and on overheated concrete. This risk is 
exacerbated by pre-existing social and health 
vulnerabilities. Several factors contribute to 
this increased risk, including:

•	 Lack of shelter or inadequate housing, 
which means that people often spend 
extended periods outdoors, leaving them 
more exposed to extreme heat and with-
out the means to cool down.

•	 Criminalising policies and restrictive 
urban regulations, which further intensify 
exposure vulnerability by limiting access 
to public spaces, making it difficult for 
people to find shade, rest, or access cool-
ing centers.18

•	 Limited access to hygiene facilities, such 
as showers or toilets.

•	 Restricted access to drinking water or 
public water fountains, which impacts 
people’s ability to stay hydrated during 
high temperatures.

Sensitivity to the Heat
People who experience homelessness face 
profound social exclusion and marginalisation, 
leading to significant barriers within social and 
health systems. This contributes both to grow-
ing health disparities and the worsening of 
health outcomes. Research indicates that peo-
ple who are homeless are more likely to suffer 
from physical and mental health issues, as well 
as an increased risk of premature death.19 Thus, 
the prolonged exposure to heat can increase 
the potential of having heat-related illnesses 
(such as those mentioned below), which can be 
aggravated by other comorbidities.

Several factors intensify this vulnerability, in-
cluding:

•	 Use of medications such as antidepres-
sants and antipsychotics, which can 
impair the body’s ability to regulate tem-
perature.

•	 Social isolation, limiting access to 
support or assistance during extreme 
weather.

•	 Substance use, which can alter percep-
tion of heat and reduce heat tolerance.

Vulnerability factors

As a result, people experiencing 
homelessness are more susceptible to:

•	 Heat rash
•	 Heat cramps
•	 Heat exhaustion
•	 Dehydration
•	 Heatstroke
•	 Worsening of cardiovascular, 

respiratory, and renal diseases
•	 Electrolyte imbalances and related 

disorders
•	 Premature death
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Capacity to Adapt
People experiencing homelessness have a 
very limited capacity to adapt to or cope with 
extreme weather conditions. This is largely 
due to the lack of resources associated with 
their situation. Common-sense advice during 
heatwaves, such as seeking shelter or staying 
hydrated, is often not feasible for people with-
out stable housing or financial means. In many 
countries, available homelessness services 
are limited, overcrowded, and frequently locat-
ed in low-performing buildings without air con-
ditioning, making them more prone to over-

heating. This reduces the possibility to find a 
temporary place to cope during a heatwave. 
Furthermore, when heat-related health issues 
arise, people experiencing homelessness face 
numerous administrative, social, and econom-
ic barriers that make accessing healthcare 
services difficult.20 These obstacles can wors-
en existing health conditions and, in some cas-
es, lead to death.

These factors highlight the heat vulnerability that home-
lessness implies. FEANTSA calls upon the EU institutions 
and EU Member States to take into consideration the need 
for sustained and targeted action that addresses the spe-
cific needs of marginalised communities, such as people ex-
periencing homelessness, in all Heat-Health related strat-
egies and/or national plans.
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Recomendations
EU Adaptation Strategy and Heat-
Health Action Plans (HHAPs) 

On 24 February 2021, the European Commis-
sion adopted the Communication “Forging a 
climate-resilient Europe – the new EU Strategy 
on Adaptation to Climate Change”.21 The Strate-
gy outlines a long-term vision for the EU to be-
come a climate-resilient society, fully adapted 
to the unavoidable impacts of climate change 
by 2050, with one of its goals being “a deeper 
understanding of the climate-related risks for 
health and greater capacity to counter them.”

The EU, in collaboration with the World Health 
Organization (WHO), has established Heat-
Health Action Plans (HHAPs). While the EU Ad-
aptation Strategy does not mandate specific 
HHAPs, it encourages Member States to devel-
op and implement such plans as part of their 
national adaptation strategies to help mitigate 
the health impacts of extreme heat. Eight nec-
essary elements have been identified for inclu-
sion in the HHAPs: a coordinated plan; accurate 
and timely alert systems; a heat-related health 
information plan; reduction of indoor heat ex-
posure; particular care for vulnerable popu-
lation groups; preparedness of the health and 
social care system; long-term urban planning; 
and real-time surveillance and evaluation.22

A recent report released by the European Cli-
mate and Health Observatory (2024),23 which 
outlines the status of surveillance for heat-re-
lated health impacts and heat-health action 
plans across 38 European countries, found that 
20 of the EEA-38 countries currently monitor 
the health impacts of heat, and 21 have HHAPs 
in place. Heat-health action plans are more 
common in countries that monitor heat-relat-
ed health impacts. While the EU and Member 
States may have developed overarching frame-
works to address extreme heat and health risks, 
the specific needs of people experiencing 
homelessness are often not considered. There-

fore, support for this group depends heavily on 
targeted local interventions—many of which 
are developed by NGOs and homelessness ser-
vice providers. Some strategies, depending on 
the country, may also fall under broader nation-
al health strategies. For example, the UK Health 
Security Agency has released specific guide-
lines for heatwaves and people experiencing 
homelessness. 24,25

People experiencing homelessness, besides 
being more vulnerable to heat, as previous-
ly explained, are often overlooked in policies 
and planning. This policy brief emphasises 
that people experiencing homelessness are at 
a higher risk of suffering health impacts from 
heatwaves, as well as a higher risk of death 
during extreme heat. Given existing challenges 
in accessing health care and limited preventive 
measures, specific attention needs to be con-
veyed to marginalised groups such as those 
facing homelessness in policies and measures 
addressing heatwaves.

1. Explicit inclusion of people experiencing 
homelessness in HHAPs (or other relevant 
national/local strategies)

Heat-Health Action Plans should explicitly 
recognise people experiencing homelessness 
as a vulnerable group. This recognition must 
translate into the development of targeted, 
coordinated emergency responses and com-
munication materials tailored and adapted to 
the specific needs of those who lack stable and 
safe shelter.

2. Establishment of clear emergency pro-
tocols for heatwaves

 Local authorities and service providers should 
have clearly defined emergency protocols in 
place to respond swiftly and effectively to ex-
treme heat events. These should include mea-
sures of support targeted at people experienc-
ing homelessness. 
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3. Adaptation of existing winter action 
plans

Rather than creating entirely new systems, 
municipalities can adapt existing winter action 
plans to address extreme heat. Many of the lo-
gistical frameworks and partnerships used in 
winter planning (e.g. coordination with shel-
ters, NGOs, and outreach teams or extending 
existing winter eviction bans to the summer 
period) can be effectively repurposed for heat-
waves. 

4. Inclusivity in Green Urban Planning

People experiencing homelessness spend a 
significant amount of time in urban environ-
ments, making access to public infrastructure 
and spaces—such as parks and shaded areas— 
critical for increasing their adaptive capac-
ity to cope with the heat. However, access to 
these spaces is often limited by urban policies 
and designs that restrict their full use. This ex-
clusion is further exacerbated by the eco-gen-
trification of parks, which can displace vulner-
able populations. Green urban planning should 
be intentionally inclusive to enhance the resil-
ience of all residents, especially those most 
exposed to extreme heat.26 27

5. Inclusivity in Climate and Health Policy

Climate change and health policies, as well as 
related research, must account for the dispro-
portionate impacts of climate-related events 
on marginalised populations, particularly on 
people experiencing homelessness. Further-
more,  adaptation of homes and accommo-
dation of vulnerable groups to extreme tem-
peratures is crucial, and the implementation 
of the Energy Performance of Building Direc-
tive (EPBD) 28  and Energy Efficiency Directive 
(EED)29 is particularly relevant in addressing 
these challenges.

6. Access to housing

 As part of a holistic approach to the intersec-
tion of homelessness, health, and heatwaves, 
access to stable housing and safe shelter is 
a fundamental strategy to prevent the harm-
ful effects of extreme heat on people experi-
encing homelessness. We therefore call for 
the clear recognition of the right to health for 
people experiencing homelessness and for 
services to be available on a year-round basis – 
not seasonally – and especially for housing-led 
policies that take people off the streets per-
manently.
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Inspiring Practices 
While witnessing the impacts of heatwaves on people facing homelessness first hand, several 
FEANTSA members have initiated work to prepare their services to better meet the needs of ben-
eficiaries during extreme heat. Below is a non-exhaustive list of effective measures drawn from 
these initiatives, which can inform contingency planning for extreme heat events. These actions 
include:

•	 Outreach teams providing hydration support, sunscreen, and encouraging sun safety 
awareness among people experiencing homelessness.

•	 Shelter provision, particularly climate-adapted shelters activated during extreme weath-
er emergencies.

•	 Transportation to safe, cool spaces for those unable to access them independently.
•	 Opening of public spaces—such as libraries, churches or community centres—as cooling 

shelters during heatwaves.
•	 Mapping and dissemination of information about the locations of public water fountains, 

toilets, and cool/shaded places, shared with relevant organisations and displayed in plac-
es where frequented by people experiencing homelessness.

Belgium
Infirmiers de rue

Map of Free Public Water 
Fountains and Toilets

Information and advice for 
people who use substances 
(e.g. increased dehydration 
risk with alcohol use)
Source: Infirmiers de rue (2019)

Source: Infirmiers de rue (2025)

https://www.infirmiersderue.be/fr/actualites/canicule-et-sans-abrisme-quand-le-soleil-ne-pardonne-pas
https://www.infirmiersderue.be/fr/actualites/canicule-et-sans-abrisme-attention-au-coup-de-chaud
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France
Ville de Paris 

Information on available 
shelters and places to have 

a shower

United Kingdom
Groundswell

Self-awareness leaflet titled 
Looking After Yourself in a 
Heatwave

Source: Ville de Paris (2024) 

Source: Groundswell (2023)

https://cdn.paris.fr/paris/2024/05/24/se-rafraichir-a-paris-8-pages-sdile-15-05-2024-fK1o.pdf
https://groundswell.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Groundswell_Health-Guide-2023_Heatwave_WEB.pdf
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Belgium
Samusocial

Published a statement 
titled Heatwave plan for 
homeless people, increased 
vigilance for the most 
vulnerable 

United Kingdom
Homeless Link 

Summarised key 
information in their article 

Supporting individuals 
during hot weather

Spain
HOGAR SÍ

Published a statement 
titled Imagínate que vivir 
los 365 días del año fuera 

tan duro como sobrellevar 
esta ola de calor 

Source: Homeless Link (2025)

Source: HOGAR SÍ (2022)

Source: Samusocial (2022)

https://homeless.org.uk/knowledge-hub/hot-weather-swep/#:~:text=Information%20and%20guidance%20on%20supporting%20people%20experiencing%20homelessness,and%20how%20to%20keep%20cool%20in%20the%20heat.
https://hogarsi.org/imaginate-que-vivir-los-365-dias-del-ano-fueran-tan-duros-como-sobrellevar-esta-ola-de-calor/
https://samusocial.be/plan-canicule-pour-les-personnes-sans-abri-vigilance-accrue-aupres-des-plus-vulnerables/
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