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Between late April and early May 2024, Rio Grande do
Sul, the southernmost state of Brazil, experienced heavy
rains that caused massive flooding, affecting nearly
2.4 million people in approximately 96% of the state’s
municipalities.1,2 This socio-natural disaster displaced
over 500,000 people, claimed the lives of 182 people
(29 others are still missing), and disrupted essential
services such as water supply, internet, and electricity for
thousands of households. The financial losses from the
floods are still difficult to quantify.1,2 Although most of Rio
Grande do Sul was affected, marginalized and vulnerable
populations in low-income areas were disproportionately
affected.1,2

Over the past few years, a growing body of evidence
has linked climate change to adverse mental health
outcomes. Extreme events such as droughts, heat waves,
wildfires, sea level rise, and flooding can cause significant
stress and potentially traumatic experiences that affect
the well-being of affected populations.3,4 In this context,
small increases in the prevalence of mental health

conditions such as major depression, anxiety disorders,
posttraumatic stress disorder, and suicidal behavior are
expected. This phenomenon is associated not only with
the occurrence of acute disasters, but also with chronic
and slow-onset climatic changes.3,5,6 In addition, climate
change imposes a significant economic burden and
disproportionately affects vulnerable populations, particu-
larly in developing countries, who are likely to face
additional challenges such as food insecurity and water
scarcity exacerbated by global warming.3,4 Finally,
pessimism about the future of our planet has been linked
to a chronic fear of environmental catastrophe, a
phenomenon known as ‘‘eco-anxiety,’’ which appears to
be more pronounced among younger people.4

The flooding in Southern Brazil is a stark reminder that
climate change is not just a future concern, but an existing
reality. While El Niño contributed significantly to the heavy
rains in Rio Grande do Sul, human-induced climate
change also played a role in this recent disaster. This
underscores the urgent need for increased public and
private investment in strategies that support disaster
preparedness and response, in line with the principles of
the Sendai Framework.1,7 Recent estimates indicate an
increased risk of similar events occurring in the near
future.1 Although many volunteers offer assistance, all
mental health and psychosocial support efforts, especially
those involving external personnel (whether individuals or
organizations), must be integrated and coordinated with
the existing health system structure. To complement the
various strategies already in place, such as management,
training and support, the Brazilian Unified Health System
has published recommendations for basic psychological
support in disaster contexts (Box 1).8-10 Despite these
efforts, more needs to be done – not only to implement
measures to prevent and mitigate future socio-natural
disasters, but also to address the looming mental health
crisis that is likely to follow such catastrophic events.

Box 1 Recommendations from the Brazilian Ministry of Health for health care workers providing basic psychological support in
disaster contexts8-10

� Offer support for acute anxiety and stress with the use of nonpharmacological interventions (e.g., breathing techniques and muscle
relaxation).

� Offer support in a noninvasive manner, promoting active listening in a private and silent environment.
� Offer support in a calm manner.
� Encourage healthy habits (e.g., sleep, self-care, etc.).
� Offer support as needed (when the affected person seeks for validation and professional advice).
� Offer support in the context of grief and psychological stressors (special attention to children and adolescents).
� Reassure the individual that their privacy will be protected.
� Provide guidance to avoid excessive exposure to tragic and negative news in the media.
� Provide assistance in locating services and other professionals who may be able to help the individual address specific issues related to the
disaster.

� Provide specialized care whenever needed (psychiatrists, psychologists, and other mental health professionals).
� Provide transparent, clear information whenever possible.
� Be alert to the potential deterioration of pre-existing mental health conditions (ensure that affected persons do not discontinue medication or
mental health treatment).

� Provide shelter with adequate and clean infrastructure for those displaced by the disaster (with provision of water, food, sanitation, clothing,
leisure, etc.).

� Provide special assistance to vulnerable populations.
� Placement of children and other vulnerable people with their families or with a reference adult.
� Pay special attention to the situation of victims in shelters and other related places, providing a safe environment that protects people from
all forms of violence.
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