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Australia’s first mobile cooling hub is ready for searing heat
this summer — and people who are homeless helped design it
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Heatwaves are a major public health hazard. Socially disadvantaged people are especially exposed to
extreme heat and other impacts of climate change. Many people experiencing homelessness — more
than 120,000 on any given day in Australia — are exposed to extreme temperatures sleeping on the

street, in cars or tents, or in overcrowded and substandard housing.

Researchers are working with people experiencing homelessness, St Vincent’s Hospital and the City of
Sydney to design, deliver and evaluate a mobile “cooling hub” this summer. The Bureau of
Meteorology is predicting an unusually hot summer. The pilot project in Surry Hills will use low-cost

strategies, including misting fans, to keep 54 people at a time cool on the hottest of days.
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We’ll use the HeatWatch app, developed by the University of Sydney, to know when to set up the
cooling hub. It’s the first time the app, as a preparedness tool, and a mobile hub like this have been
deployed in Australia. Renewable energy will power the hub, so this response isn’t itself contributing

to climate change.
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The Bureau of Meteorology is predicting a hotter-than-usual summer across Australia. Bureau of
Meteorology, CC BY

Read more: Cruel summer ahead — why is Australia so unprepared?

Homelessness increases heat risks

Climate change represents a health emergency. The extremes of climate change can be devastating for
the health of people experiencing homelessness. They are more exposed to heat as it can be very hard

for them to find cool spaces, particularly in cities.

People in this situation are also more likely to be vulnerable to the impacts of heat, as many have
chronic health conditions, such as heart disease. Some medications, for both physical and mental

health conditions, can reduce a person’s ability to regulate their body temperature.

Extreme heat places enormous strain on a person’s body, including their heart. It can lead to serious

illness and even death.

Severe heat also creates significant costs. In a 2020 Sydney heatwave, the cost of treating heat illness

in just two people who were homeless was A$70,184.

The World Health Organization estimates climate change will cause 250,000 deaths a year from

2030, at a cost of US$2-4 billion ($A3-6 billion).
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“The heat is terrible. Even the beach is too hot. Her little
girl is getting sick and has rashes that won't go away."
Heatwaves pose a particular danger for homeless people,
like Desley and her family who live in a car during WA's
recent #HeatWaves.

watoday.com.au

Desley should be preparing to study law. Instead, she lives in her car t...
Aspiring law student Desley Taylor should be starting university this
month, but without a roof over her head that dream is on hold.

8:03 AM - Feb 10, 2022 ®
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Read more: Homelessness today sees workers and families with nowhere stable to

live. No wonder their health is suffering

Ensuring the hub meets people’s needs

Our team plans to help hundreds of people stay cooler and safer in Sydney this summer. The cooling
hub has been co-designed with people experiencing homelessness. This process will help ensure the

hub meets the needs of the people it’s meant to assist at times of extreme heat.
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People with experience of homelessness worked with researchers and health workers to determine
where to set up the cooling hub, what to include inside, how to make the community aware of the
service, and how to reach out from the hub and bring people to it. For example, for many people
experiencing homelessness, being able to access health care, connect with others, bring their pets and

store belongings are all important.

The cooling hub will be set up at Ward Park, Surry Hills, and will be open in the daytime during
extreme heat. It will comprise a marquee and low-tech equipment that maximises cooling and health

support. The hub can be set up quickly and easily and relocated as required.

Nurses, doctors and peer support workers of St Vincent’s Hospital Sydney, Homeless Health Service
and City of Sydney public liaison officers will staff the hub. They will provide evidence-based cooling
strategies and monitor body temperature, blood pressure and heart and breathing rates to identify

early signs of heat illness.

People who are at high risk of heat illness will leave the hub with a pedestal or handheld fan and water

spray bottle. All will receive information on how best to stay cool.

Hub users will be advised to stay hydrated and in the shade, limit activity in the heat of the day and

remove heavy clothing. Each of these measures can be very effective in keeping cool.

The hub will also offer food and opportunities to access social and housing supports.
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As we hit record summer heat, Australia's #homeless face
dehydration, sunstroke and exacerbated health problems.
Yet public awareness drops off, reports @johanna_nic
ab.co/2mdFkGM

7:18 AM - Jan 9, 2018 ®
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Read more: Melbourne now has chief heat officers. Here's why we need them and

what they can do

Creating a blueprint for others

In 2021, St Vincent’s Hospital Sydney and others set up a vaccination hub for people experiencing
homelessness during the COVID pandemic. The lessons from that initiative were written into a

blueprint for others to use.

Our evaluation of the cooling hub will include satisfaction and experience surveys along with
environmental and health data to estimate its acceptability, effectiveness and cost efficiency. This will

include its impact on attendances for heat illness at St Vincent’s Hospital emergency department.

Drawing on what is learned, we will write a cooling hub blueprint for other services to apply.
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Read more: Efforts to find safe housing for homeless youth have gone backwards.

Here's what the new national plan must do differently

Climate justice in action

People experiencing homelessness are poorly represented in disaster planning. The consequences can
be devastating. Yet simple preventive strategies, carefully applied with communities, are likely to

reduce the health impact of heatwaves.

Heat is one of the many impacts of climate change that are not felt equally. People who are most

disadvantaged bear the greatest cost.

A climate justice response to climate change is essential, one that works with the most disadvantaged
people in our community to meet their needs. Our initiative will provide a blueprint for co-designing a

cooling hub with disadvantaged people and responding to their needs in the climate crisis.
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