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Introduction

“If today’s cities are one of the major drivers of climate chaos, they are also its
principal victims.”

As climate change advances, it poses a threat to public health by the very fact of
higher temperatures, which cause higher stress on vital organs. Cooling centres,
which are designated artificially cooled places for people to visit when heat is
extreme, are becoming increasingly popular. Cooling centres can save lives en masse
in a pinch. Despite this expansion in supply, many municipalities have found gaps in
getting people to use designated cooling centres. Barriers to uptake include gaps in
the accommodation of people who come with animals, disabilities, or are simply
socially marginalized. Duplicate construction of formal cooling centres near informal
centres should be avoided, recognizing that many people already go elsewhere for
cooling. It is important to work with people and not try to engineer their behaviour
too much. We can do this by providing necessities and entertainment for people,
designing cooling centres to accommodate the most people, and filling gaps in
coverage of existing networks of cooling centres rather than duplicating them.

Research Task

This memorandum reviews popular, academic, and governmental literature around
cooling centres. Cooling centres are a short-term measure for adaptation to climate
change. This memorandum will explore what cooling centres are, how they operate
in various countries, examine how they are sited, what they should offer, how they
can accommodate people with health concerns or animals, and discuss what else
can be done to adapt to or mitigate climate change.

'‘Dawson (2019 [2017]): p. 234.
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What Are Heat Emergencies?

Heat emergencies can be said to be personal (when somebody suffers heat-related
illness up to and including death due to impaired bodily function) or community-wide
(prolonged periods of extreme heat).”® Not surprisingly, communities’ heat
emergencies can precipitate personal ones. Zhao Qi and coauthors estimate that
excess heat caused anywhere from 304,216 to 732,518 excess human deaths
between 2000 and 2019; their median estimate is 489,075. Furthermore, “Globally,
from 2000-03 to 2016-19, the cold-related excess death ratio changed by -0-51
percentage points and the heat-related excess death ratio increased by 0-21
percentage points, leading to a net decline of -0-30 percentage points.” It is
unsurprising that governments, charities, and businesses would wish to provide
spaces of respite for people. Cooling centres could save up to 66 per cent of deaths
and possibly illnesses associated with heat.

What Are Cooling Centres?

Cooling centres are spaces where people can go to reduce their body temperatures if
their living spaces are too warm; they do what they say on the proverbial tin, which
may be why few articles about them explain what they are, the polity under
discussion notwithstanding.® Cooling centres can be designed as such or provide
cooling as a side benefit because they have active heat transfer (such as an
air-conditioned building) or passive cooling (as a location with shade or proximity to
a large body of water).” The International Energy Agency (IEA) predicted in a 2018
report that worldwide demand for air conditioning would triple by 2050, as it had
done between 1990 and 2016.2 Canadian cooling centres run the gamut from being
water-based recreation areas like splash pads and swimming pools, air-conditioned
public buildings like libraries, and large, spacious tents, while in Vietnam the last
tend to proliferate. Notably, “in existing urban areas, providing shade alone (via a
white top tent) will not decrease the air temperature.” For maximal effect in cooling

“See, e.g., the map of free cooling centres and cooling spaces embedded in Thyaparan (2023).
3According to Dale Beugin and coauthors, the common expressions “heat wave” and “extreme heat”
do not have official definitions from governments in Canada (2023: Box 1, p. 4). However, Tabea
Junker and coauthors specify that high humidity must combine with high temperatures to produce a
heat wave. High humidity “makes it a challenge for our body to sweat off the heat” (2024: p. 5).

“Zhao et al. (2021): Table 1, p. €418, and p. e422.

®Bedi et al. (2022) cite this estimate from Bouchama et al. (2007). Vancamp (2019) explains how
extreme heat causes various organs to fail.

®See, e.g., CBC Winnipeg (2021, 2024) on Winnipeg; Pittsburgh Post-Gazette (2024) on Pittsburgh;
Huret (2024) for French cities; and Cote (2024) for German cities.

’Campbell et al. (2021): pp. 152-5. | agree with Jennifer Kingson (2023) and Ryan Ness (quoted in
Thyaparan, 2023), who liken cooling centres to Band-Aids that help temporarily but on which society
must not rely exclusively.

8Dean et al. (2018).

°See, e.g., the map of free cooling centres and cooling spaces embedded in Thyaparan (2023); British
Columbia (2020); Junker et al. (2024). The quotation is from British Columbia (2020): p. 4.



people and thereby alleviating stress on their hearts, air conditioning is important,
though the benefits tend to last only a short time.*°

Cooling centres must be safe and welcoming for people. Discrimination and
means-testing must not happen: a wealthy, White, able-bodied, male, or
neurotypical person must have access as must someone who is poor, Black,
Indigenous, disabled, female, genderqueer, or neurodivergent. A manual published
by the German Red Cross recommends that they offer a place for visitors to store
their personal effects; personal spaces with many seating options; salubrious food,
beverages, and appliances to help prepare them; options for education (e.g., about
the effects of extreme heat on health) and entertainment (such as Wi-Fi access,
games, or reading materials). They should also be on well-trafficked routes, near
publicly available bathrooms and washing stations, and staffed by friendly
volunteers who know first aid and other emergency medical interventions well.!*
Some areas should be set aside for people with high sensory sensitivity.'? Before
deciding where to set up a cooling centre, mapping a community for two
factors—which areas have the most heat-threatened microclimates and the poorest
people—is crucial, as Susan Dinnissen and her coauthors see happen in Hanoi, the
capital of Vietnam.*?

The Social Mechanics of Cooling Centres
Using water-based recreation areas as cooling centres offers a measure of
community and opportunity to be active while cooling down. The other amenities
recommended give people opportunities to partake in other individual and
community activities; this is especially important for treating mental health concerns.
A cooling centre could also become a co-working space, or vice versa. People can
bond and bridge at a well-situated, well-attended cooling centre. Human users who
have pets or service animals should occupy separate sections to accommodate
those with allergies to extra-human animals, who themselves should be provided
with water and food. Cooling centre operators should explain to pet keepers whether
and why they accept pets or not so the humans can plan as needed.** (Petco, the
supply chain store, has offered ad hoc cooling centres to which people can bring
pets.’)

In Hanoi, the German and Vietnamese Red Cross societies mapped the city
wards most at risk of heat emergencies to target them for easiest access to Red

Meade et al. (2024); Meade et al. (2023).

"unker et al. (2024): pp. 20, 19, 16.

12Yoon et al. (2025) put it this way: “Attempts to accommodate all can backfire” (p. 15).

Dinnissen (2020).

“Junker et al. (2024); O'Toole (2023). Gorman et al. (2020: p. 11) note that in Hamilton, “Some
respondents described how the environment at the library isn't welcoming towards their young
children, or their dogs, and how that is one of the greatest deciding factors in what cooling locations
they choose to use.”

BTarrab (2023).



Cross cooling tents.'® In Jung-gu, the historic centre of Seoul, Korea, as of 2018, there
was a considerable population (about 20%) of senior citizens who could not walk to
a cooling centre within twenty-five minutes of leaving their residences. While this
situation had improved by 2024 for seniors in Seoul, most people did not realize that
this was a problem for people in other demographics like those with disabilities.!’
Three major cities in Canada and twenty-five in the United States have major gaps
in equitable access to cooling centres.*®

Los Angeles County, California, and Maricopa County, Arizona, two populous
areas in the hot American Sun Belt, found large gaps in cooling centre use even
during periods of community heat emergencies. In Los Angeles, people needing to go
somewhere cool tended to prefer informal cooling centres like shopping malls over
sites designated as specialized cooling centres. (The same phenomenon has
obtained in Hamilton, Ontario, whose government has “provide[d] free admission to
public pools, as well as advertis[ed] City facilities like libraries, public beaches,
shelters, municipal service centres, and Service Ontario locations” and donated “free
water bottles, sun hats, and sunscreen” at community centres during heat
emergencies.)'”® This may be partly because, as Andrew Fraser and his coauthors
find, “significant fractions of the [cooling] networks were located in areas with
abundant, publically available, air-conditioned spaces.”*® In Pacoima, California, near
Los Angeles, people tended to use shaded and unshaded areas at about the same
levels whether there was a heat emergency in the community or not.*

In Rio de Janeiro, Black and disabled persons in the favelas (slums) tended not to
have access to cooling centres, nor did many people with disabilities in Aotearoa
New Zealand.? In Aotearoa New Zealand, women and gender-diverse people were
considered especially energy-poor—needing to pay larger shares of their money to
using energy at home—as do people with disabilities and mental illnesses.”

Mobile cooling centres (which may be retrofitted air-conditioned buses) could and
should visit people who have limited mobility or chronic illnesses. Information about
how cooling centres work must be available, comprehensive, and understandable:
medical professionals and volunteers should avoid jargon, use sign language for
those with impaired hearing, large print for those with impaired vision, Braille for
those with no or low vision, involve a translator for people not fluent in the prevailing
language, and make space for service animals. Doors and registration tables should

®Dinnissen (2020).

YAhn and Chae (2018); Lee and Han (2024).

80n U.S. cities, see Kim et al. (2021). On Canadian cities, see Quick et al. (2023). Note, however, that
in Vancouver many people who were not poor or old did not use cooling centres because they
believed those facilities catered specifically to people in those demographics: see Yoon (2025).

¥Los Angeles: See Derakhshan et al. (2023). Maricopa County: See Berisha et al. (2017). Hamilton:
See Gorman et al. (2020). The quotations are from Gorman et al. (2020): p. 5.

DFraser et al. (2018): abstract, p. 109.

“Derakhshan et al. (2025): pp. 3, 4.

#Mazzone et al. (2024); Dohig et al. (2025).

ZDohig et al. (2025); Kelly-Costello (2022).



be operable by people who use wheelchairs; surfaces within and outside the cooling
centre should be smooth, lacking in obstructions, and there should be at least one
door that does not require stairs to reach.”*

What Else Can We Do?

Cooling centres are an important short-term adaptation to climate change and can
help people in the short term. One comparative study of the strategies of Paris and
Seoul for preventing heat-related deaths, taking them respectively as proxies for
France and Korea,” finds that Paris favours measures for mitigation while Seoul
favours adaptation. The death toll in France from the 2003 heat wave there
exceeded that in Korea from the 2018 heat wave there by a factor of 309, partly
because France implemented adaptive measures after its heat wave whereas Korea
did so previously.?® A review of German cities found that only one had mentioned
public cooling spaces as a measure for dealing with acute heat.”” Both Germany and
France have also been noted to have expanded cooling centres.?® For those who
need or prefer to stay at home, and who live in social or multi-unit housing,
expanding residential cooling is also important.?® Both residential and public cooling
should be supplemented with ecological restorations like green roofs, renewable
energy, and, where possible, should incorporate local design tactics. Repurposing
buildings whose previous occupants have stopped using them is also a good way to
use less material.*°

Conclusion
Cooling centres are increasingly part of urban life in the age of climate change.
People who face social and economic discrimination, as well as those with
physiological differences from the norm, are at greater risk of illness as well as death
due to heat. Many municipalities have work to do in attracting people to cooling
centres. They can base their attraction on an appeal either to priority, by appealing
to those most vulnerable to adverse outcomes from heat exposure, or population,
that is, trying to cover the most possible people. Some segments of the population
have more immediate need for cooling than others, though attempting to provide for
all may have the effect of providing for the neediest.

At present, many people go to unofficial cooling centres, often to accomplish
multiple things at once. Sometimes it is worth trying to break people’s habits, but
other times not; the most existential threats in a heat emergency are illness and

%California (n.d.).

%Qver which countries they have power in politics (as national capitals), economics, and culture.
%Hong et al. (2022): pp. 1464-6.

’Hannemann et al. (2024).

BCote (2024); Huret (2024).

2See Thyaparan (2023); British Columbia (2020); O'Toole (2023).

¥See Hannemann et al. (2023); Mazzone et al. (2024); Dohig et al. (2025); Limaye et al. (2024);
Campbell et al. (2021): p. 156-8.



death. At the same time, we can alter cooling centres to have lower impacts while
providing material and social necessities.
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it was also the only one in the top eleven that was classified as “short-term” (pp.
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those most at risk of dying or contracting a heat-related illness in a heat emergency.

Kim, K., Jung, J., Schollaert, C., and Spector, JT., “A Comparative Assessment of
Cooling Center Preparedness across Twenty-Five U.S. Cities.” International
Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 18 (2021): 16 pp. DOI:
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Stockton, and Washington, D.C., which were chosen for the study due to their high

populations of more than 300,000 people and accessibility of official cooling centre

locations through online portals they used. Easy access to a cooling centre was
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HRIs in seniors; the authors assume cooling centres are the best way to do so

quickly. They cite survey data showing that many seniors in Arizona do not know

where cooling centres are, how to reach them from their homes, and that relatively
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index.
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This study, prepared by the chief administrative officer of the Halifax Regional
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heat-related deaths, with reference to those who died in the 2021 British Columbia
heat dome. Barriers to use of cooling centres are discussed: lack of knowledge of
where to go, lack of means to get there, concern for pets, concern about stigma, lack
of awareness of one’s own vulnerability to heat, inability to leave home, and a desire
to avoid crowds (Table 1: p. 5). Plans for contingencies such as power outages are
important.
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from hot surfaces, give them exercise during cooler phases of the day, and watch for
signs of overheating.
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Quoting policy experts, municipal officials, and advocates for the underprivileged in
Vancouver, this news article discusses the importance of mitigation as something
that must happen at the same time as adaptive measures like cooling centres are
expanded. (This is also one source that distinguishes between cooling spaces and
cooling centres, the latter being “a subset of the former” that a municipal
government can operate.) Seniors’ advocate Beverly Ho is quoted saying: “It's tough
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where they are or when they’re open ... Sometimes the centres are too far away, or
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This explanatory scientific article explains how various vital organs suffer by
exposure to extreme heat. For example, a higher heart rate is necessary to maintain
blood flow throughout the body when people sweat water out; if sweating and heart
rates are too high at the same time, they can lead to low blood pressure, fainting,
and in the worst cases, heart failure. Dehydration and heat impair brain function,
while more frequent breathing helps make blood more basic due to higher levels of
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had never visited a cooling centre. Participants cited the following barriers to their
non-use of cooling centres: concern for personal security as well as hygiene, wish
not to bother the government (perhaps having internalized this element of
neoliberalism); operational shortcomings like lack of knowledge of cooling centres’
presence (with one participant comparing British Columbia unfavourably to Japan
for public communication), lack of amenities, and restricted hours of operation; and
difficulty in reaching a cooling centre.
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Attempting to estimate the number of people who die because of exposure to
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five million. While the number of people who die due to extreme heat is a small
minority, it is growing each year. They found that Eastern Europe was the global

region with the highest heat-related death rate between 2000 and 2019.

18



	Cooling Under Pressure 
	Research Memorandum 

