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Integrating Climate, Health Equity, and Environmental Justice Across Divisions



Massachusetts Department of Public Health | mass.gov/dph

Presentation Overview

3

Defining Unhealthy Heat 
Thresholds for MA

2025 HEAT Response Initiative

Introduction & 2024 Summary



Massachusetts Department of Public Health | mass.gov/dph

Extreme Heat in MA

Temperature change in Boston 1850-2020

Temperatures have risen ~ 3.5°F

Average number of days over 90°F in a year are 
increasing: Currently ~10 days per year (2017-2024)

Nearly 30 heat-related deaths in MA (2015-2024) 

~750 heat stress emergency department visits 
annually (2017-2021)
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Snapshot of the 2024 HEAT Season

Tailored Content and 
Resources 

3 Heat Waves Met Alert 
Threshold Criteria

Disseminated to Tailored 
Audiences through HHAN

43,000+ unique recipients 
each cycle
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Snapshot of the 2024 HEAT Season
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Developing an Unhealthy Heat Threshold

Agency/Source Measure Numeric Threshold Duration

NWS (Boston) Heat Index 100-104°F, or
95-99°F

2+ hours on 1 day, or
2+ hours on 2 back-to-
back days

City of Boston Heat Index 95°F 2+ back-to-back days

FEMA Temperature 90°F 2+ back-to-back days

Wellenius et al
(New Hampshire, Maine, 
and Rhode Island)

Heat Index Significant elevation of ED 
visits at HI=95°F versus 
75°F (RR=1.08)

Cumulative lag 0-7 days

Vaidyanathan et 
al  (Northeast)

Heat Index 85-90°F for all cause 
hospitalization, 90-
95°F for select causes

Single day maximum

https://www.weather.gov/box/criteria
https://www.boston.gov/departments/emergency-management/keeping-cool-heat
https://community.fema.gov/ProtectiveActions/s/article/Extreme-Heat-What
http://10.0.3.248/j.envres.2017.02.005
http://10.0.4.49/pnas.1806393116
http://10.0.4.49/pnas.1806393116
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Temperature Thresholds vs. Heat Stress ED Visits

*Aggregate percentage across 2017-2019, & 2021

Risk Category Days/Season % of Seasonal 
ED Visits*

Mean ED 
Visits/Day

# %

3x85°F+ (Heat Wave)
Red – High Risk

17 11% 55% 26

85°F+ (NOT in a Heat Wave)
Orange – Moderate Risk

13 8% 18% 10

78-84°F
Yellow – Low Risk

46 30% 20% 4

<78°F
Green – Minimal Risk

78 50% 7% 1
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Alignment of Potential Thresholds with ED Visits

*Data for 2024 is of heat-related illness ED visits from the MDPH Syndromic Surveillance Program
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    Unhealthy Heat Threshold

The DPH Heat Alert System starts on May 1

Unhealthy Heat = 85°F or more for at least three 
consecutive days

Multiple day and early season heat events increase 
heat stress emergency department (ED) visits 
statewide.

Massachusetts data show that emergency 
department visits for heat stress increase above 
78°F, with a sharp increase above 85°F. 
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2025 HEAT Response : HHAN and Partner Alerts
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Healthcare 
Sector

Long-term 
Care 

Facilities

Local Boards 
of Health

Health Equity 
Partners

Correctional 
Facilities

Outdoor 
Recreation 

Camps

Farm Labor 
Camps

DCR Partners 
for Pool 

Operators

Regional 
Planning 
Agencies
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Massachusetts Heat Equity Communities
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Heat Stress Crude Rate per 100,000



Massachusetts Department of Public Health | mass.gov/dph

 Daily heat forecasts from May 
1st  to  September 30th

 Targeted alerts for unhealthy heat – 
notifications for Community-Based 
Organizations (CBOs) and health equity 
partners.

 Web Resources – information to keep people 
and communities safer  while enjoying the 
summer

H.E.A.T. Alert System -https://forms.office.com/g/Ja6dwWQtMT

https://forms.office.com/g/Ja6dwWQtMT
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Model Framework for Developing Heat Response Plan

Know the signs and symptoms of 
Heat Related Illness (HRI) and 

actions to take

Hydration

Short term Mitigation

On-site heat management plan 
customized for the 

facility/location

Identify the high-risk 
populations you serve

Ventilation

Identify cooler 
areas/temporary relocation

Environmental Monitoring
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Heat-Vulnerable Populations
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D
em

og
ra

ph
ic

s • Infants and young children 
under 5

• People over 65, especially 
those who live alone

• Pregnant people

• People of color due to 
systemic racism

• People with limited English 
proficiency 

• People with low household 
incomes

Li
vi

ng
 E

xp
er

ie
nc

e • People without adequate 
shelter or who are unhoused

• People with medical 
conditions such as heart, lung, 
or kidney disease

• People with cognitive 
limitations, mental illness or 
dementia

• People who have mobility 
constraints, are confined to 
bed, or housebound

• People with disabilities that 
impair heat awareness or 
tolerance

En
vi

ro
nm

en
t • People without air 

conditioning

• People working or exercising 
outdoors

• People working in hot indoor 
environments or wearing 
protective clothing or 
equipment

• People living or working in 
"heat islands" - areas where 
buildings and pavement 
retain heat
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Improved Advisories – Similar Themes but Customized
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Extreme Heat – Best practices for multi-unit residential 
rental properties with limited cooling options

download

https://www.mass.gov/doc/housing-extreme-heat-best-practices-for-multi-unit-residential-rental-properties-with-limited-cooling-options/download
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2025 HEAT Response Initiative Webpages

https://www.mass.gov/info-details/massachusetts-unhealthy-heat-forecast
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4/30

New

Unhealthy Heat Forecasting Page

mass.gov/extreme-heat

New

https://www.mass.gov/info-details/massachusetts-unhealthy-heat-forecast


Massachusetts Department of Public Health | mass.gov/dph 21

2025 Dissemination – HEAT Response Initiative

Resource Guide and 
Advisory Fact Sheets

Presentations: Health Care 
Professionals, Governmental 
Partners and Community

Environmental Health Equity 
& Climate Modules 
(CE Credit)

HHAN
& CBO 
Alerts

New & 
Improved
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Summary

• Planning for summer heat is important to protect public health

• Developing Massachusetts-specific thresholds and risk levels 
protects residents better than national alert levels

• Data Driven Approach informed 2025 HEAT Response Initiative 

• DPH is collaborating with other bureaus and offices, internally, and 
with other agencies, RMAT, municipalities, regional planning agencies, 
hospitals, healthcare professionals and organizations, externally, to 
promote awareness of unhealthy heat and response planning

22
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Helpful Links In Response to Q and A

Resources:
Cooling Centers Guidance | Mass.gov

Extreme_Heat_Resource_Guide_042925

Extreme Heat Fliers (8.5 x 11)

Studies: 
Use of cooling centers to prevent heat-related illness : summary 
of evidence and strategies for implementation;
 cdc_93705_DS1.pdf

https://www.mass.gov/info-details/cooling-centers-guidance?_gl=1*1ed97nk*_ga*MTk5MDEyMzUyMi4xNjM1NDMwMjU1*_ga_MCLPEGW7WM*czE3NTAxNzg1ODMkbzQzMCRnMSR0MTc1MDE3ODc1NCRqNjAkbDAkaDA.
https://www.mass.gov/doc/extreme-heat-resource-guide-pdf/download
https://www.mass.gov/doc/extreme-heat-preparation-checklist-assistance-for-air-conditioning-costs/download
https://stacks.cdc.gov/view/cdc/47657
https://stacks.cdc.gov/view/cdc/47657


Massachusetts Department of Public Health

Thank You!
Terry.Howard@mass.gov  

  on behalf of:
                 Bureau of Climate and Environmental Health
   www.mass.gov/bceh
   www.mass.gov/extreme-heat
   www.mass.gov/climate-and-health                            
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