How Cities Are Addressing Extreme Heat

Centralizing responsibility for heat resilience to protect public health
and reduce climate-related risks
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Chicago, lllinois (Photo by Kevin Young on Unsplash)

The Impact

As temperatures rise, a growing number of cities, counties, and states are designating senior
officials to lead the response to extreme heat. These officials can promptly respond to emergencies
such as heat waves, but also plan long-term strategies for cooler, more resilient communities. Their
work includes identifying vulnerable populations, activating cooling centers, improving public
communication during heat events, and guiding investments in urban greening, reflective infrastructure,
and heat-resilient building practices. These measures aim to reduce the urban heat island effect, ease
pressure on health systems, and save lives.

Description

According to the World Health Organization, the negative health impacts of heat are predictable
and largely preventable through specific public health and multi-sector policies and interventions. A
coordinated heat response brings together public works, public health, emergency management,
sustainability, and community organizations under shared leadership. The work involves both physical
infrastructure and operational planning. Measures include installing cool roofs and cool pavements;
expanding tree canopy, which can lower outdoor air temperatures by several degrees Fahrenheit; and
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developing cool route mapping that guides residents along shaded, tree-lined pathways with access to
water or cooling centers. These tools are especially useful for vulnerable populations during heat
events. A study of large, urbanized areas of the U.S., published in 2021 in the journal PLOS One, found
that low-income blocks have 15% less tree cover and are 2.7 degrees hotter than high-income blocks.
Other measures include the use of insulated paint, which helps keep buildings, trucks, and train cars
cooler and reduces air-conditioning loads.

Where It's Been Implemented

Some large cities have responded to rising temperatures by appointing heat officers. Jane
Gilbert became the first Chief Heat Officer in Miami-Dade County and the world in July 2021. Through a
vulnerability analysis, she identified which parts of the county suffered from extreme heat and proposed
long-term solutions, such as increasing the tree canopy from less than 10% to 30% by 2032, and
passing a building code amendment requiring large buildings in the county to have cool roofs and high
energy standards. In February 2025, Miami-Dade consolidated the Chief Heat Officer, Chief Resilience
Officer, and Chief Bay Officer roles into a single position to streamline resilience leadership and embed
staff directly within departments. Loren Parra now leads the combined office as the new Chief
Resilience Officer.

The City of Los Angeles appointed Marta Segura as its first Chief Heat Officer in 2022. Segura
focused on implementing Assembly Bill 2238, expanded cooling stations for people experiencing
homelessness and residents without home air conditioning, and launched Cool Spots LA app and the
Heat Relief 4 LA campaign. Under the lead of a Director of Heat Response and Mitigation, the City of
Phoenix, Arizona, operates the Office of Heat Response and Mitigation, the first publicly funded
municipal office of its kind, established in 2021. The office focuses on both heat response by helping
residents cope with hot weather, and heat mitigation, cooling the city through measures such as
expanding tree canopy. In 2026, it published a Heat Response Plan and coordinated programs across
city departments.

Outside the United States, cities including Athens, Greece; Melbourne, Australia; Monterrey,
Mexico; Freetown, Sierra Leone; Santiago, Chile; Dhaka North, Bangladesh; and Cape Town, South
Africa have appointed Chief Heat Officers. The United Nations Human Settlements Programme
(UN-Habitat) has also designated a Global Chief Heat Officer to coordinate international efforts.

Key Drivers

In 2024, global average surface temperature was the warmest on record, according to NASA.
The World Health Organization identifies heat stress as a leading cause of weather-related deaths.
Heat can exacerbate cardiovascular disease, diabetes, asthma, and mental health conditions, and
heatstroke is a medical emergency with a high case-fatality rate. According to the Lancet Countdown,
heat-related mortality among people over 65 rose by approximately 85% between 2000-2004 and
2017-2021. Farm and construction workers are frequently exposed to extreme heat conditions. During
the summer of 2023, many farm workers in California’s Coachella Valley had to work in 110-degree
temperatures and didn’t have adequate access to water.

California has built state-level infrastructure to support local heat response. In September 2022,
Gavin Newsom signed Assembly Bill 2238, first proposed by Insurance Commissioner Ricardo Lara's
California Climate Insurance Working Group. The bill established the nation's first statewide heat-wave
ranking and early warning system. The resulting tool, CalHeatScore, launched on December 31, 2024.
It translates weather forecasts into heat scores from 0 (Low) to 4 (Severe) at the ZIP-code level,
updated daily, based on local historical health responses to heat.
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Key Factors for Success

Conducting vulnerability assessments in communities is important for gaining input from
residents who are experiencing the impacts of extreme heat. Cities have varying needs that require
unique solutions. Despite these differences, the underlying mission remains the same: delivering
coordinated protection during heat events and reducing long-term exposure.

Sustained funding and political support are central to success. Some Chief Heat Officer
positions are partially funded by the Adrienne Arsht-Rockefeller Foundation Resilience Center
alongside public and private grants. Phoenix's Office of Heat Response and Mitigation draws on a mix
of public funding sources. The City Council's most recent budget allocated $8.9 million to the office,
supplementing federal funding and a general obligation bond passed by Phoenix voters in November
2023 for heat resilience and tree projects.

Sustained funding can produce measurable results. In Maricopa County, Arizona, the
Department of Public Health reported 427 preliminary heat-related deaths in 2025, down from 608 in
2024 and 645 in 2023, marking a second consecutive annual decline. The County attributed the
reduction to expanded heat relief efforts primarily supported by American Rescue Plan Act funding
beginning in summer 2024, including extended hours at cooling and respite centers, community-based
water distribution, and intergovernmental partnerships with the cities of Phoenix, Glendale, Chandler,
Mesa, and Tempe.

Key Obstacles

Tight budgets make it hard for jurisdictions to allocate resources to implement climate-change
mitigation measures such as planting trees and installing cool roofs and pavement. In the long term,
heat leadership will need to oversee expensive infrastructure changes, such as energy grids that can
accommodate a steep rise in air conditioner usage.

Heat leadership positions and programs can also be vulnerable to budget cycles and political
transitions. In February 2025, Miami-Dade consolidated three resilience-related officer roles into one as
part of a broader restructuring.
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