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2023 set record for US heat deaths, AP analysis 
finds
By Associated Press  
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David Hom suffered from diabetes and felt nauseated before he went out to hang his laundry in 108-degree weather, another 
day in Arizona's record-smashing, unrelenting July heat wave.

His family found the 73-year-old lying on the ground, his lower body burned. Hom died at the hospital, his core body 
temperature at 107 degrees.

The death certificates of more than 2,300 people who died in the United States last summer mention the effects of excessive 
heat, the highest number in 45 years of records, according to an Associated Press analysis of Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention data. With May already breaking heat records, 2024 could be even deadlier.

And more than two dozen doctors, public health experts and meteorologists told the AP that last year's figure was just a 
fraction of the real death toll. Coroner, hospital, ambulance and weather records show America's heat and health problem at 
an entirely new level.

"We can be confident saying that 2023 was the worst year we've had from since ... we've started having reliable reporting on 
that," said Dr. John Balbus, director of the Office of Climate Change and Health Equity at the Department of Health and 
Human Services.

Last year, ambulances were dispatched tens of thousands of times after people dropped from the heat. It was relentless and 
didn't give people a break, especially at night. The heat of 2023 kept coming, and people kept dying.

"It's people that live the hot life. These are the ones who are dying. People who work outside, people that can't air-condition 
their house," said Texas A&M climate scientist Andrew Dessler, who was in hard-hit southern Texas. "It's really quite, quite 
grim."

Dallas postal worker Eugene Gates Jr., loved working outdoors and at 7:30 a.m. on June 20, the 66-year-old texted his wife 
that it was close to 90 degrees. He kept working in the heat that felt like 119 degrees with the humidity factored in and finally 
passed out in somebody's yard. He ran a fever of 104.6 degrees and died, with the medical examiner saying heat contributed 
to his death.

"The way that my husband died, it could have been prevented," said Carla Gates.

"There's just very low awareness that heat kills. It's the silent killer," said University of Washington public health scientist 
Kristie Ebi, who helped write a United Nations special report on extreme weather. That 2012 report warned of future 
dangerous heat waves.

Ebi said in the past few years, the heat "seems like it's coming faster. It seems like it's more severe than we expected."

Deaths down south

Last summer's heat wave killed differently from past ones that triggered mass deaths in northern cities where people weren't 
used to the high temperatures and air conditioning wasn't common. Several hundreds died in the Pacific Northwest in 2021, 
in Philadelphia in 1998 and in Chicago in 1995.



Nearly three-quarters of the heat deaths last summer were in five Southern states that were supposed to be used to the heat 
and planned for it. Except this time they couldn't handle it, and it killed 874 people in Arizona, 450 in Texas, 226 in Nevada, 
84 in Florida and 83 in Louisiana.

Those five states accounted for 61 percent of the nation's heat deaths in the past five years, skyrocketing past their 18 percent 
share of U.S. deaths from 1979 to 1999.

At least 645 people were killed by the heat in Maricopa County, Arizona, alone, according to the medical examiner's office. 
People were dying in their cars and especially on the streets, where homelessness, drug abuse and mental illness made 
matters worse.

Three months after being evicted from her home, 64-year-old Diana Smith was found dead in the back of her car. Her cause 
of death was methamphetamine and fentanyl, worsened by heat exposure, Phoenix's medical examiner ruled.

"In the last five years, we are seeing this consistent and record kind of unprecedented upward trend. And I think it's because 
the levels of heat that we have seen in the last several years have exceeded what we had seen in the last 20 or 30," said 
Balbus, of the Office of Climate Change and Health Equity at HHS.
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