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Extreme heat in Miami isn’t just uncomfortable, it’s deadly, especially for the city’s most 

vulnerable. Among those hit hardest are people experiencing homelessness, low-income 

families, and outdoor workers who spend hours in the sun without guaranteed rest or water 

breaks. Heat is often called a "silent killer" because it quietly worsens pre-existing health 

conditions like heart disease, asthma, and respiratory problems until it's too late. In Florida, heat 

doesn’t just mean high temperatures. We have to talk about the heat index, the combination of 

temperature and humidity. With average humidity levels between 70% and 80% during the 

summer, a 90°F day can feel like well over 100°F. This makes it harder for sweat to evaporate, 

preventing the body from cooling itself naturally.  

The problem is made worse by urban heat island effects, altered wind patterns due to high-rise 

development, and the lack of tree canopy in many neighborhoods. In Miami, access to shade 

https://climatecenter.fsu.edu/products-services/data/other-normals/relative-humidity
https://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/environment/climate-change/article276415291.html


literally depends on your zip code. Wealthier areas like Coral Gables benefit from a lush, green 

tree canopy that can lower felt temperatures by up to 20 degrees Fahrenheit. Meanwhile, 

neighborhoods like Little Haiti, Liberty City, and more have far fewer trees and much hotter 

streets. While Miami improved by opening 10 cooling centers across the city, including access 

through public libraries, these are only available during the designated "heat season," from May 

through October. That means they are closed the rest of the year, even as heatwaves become 

more frequent and begin earlier due to climate change. 

 

When tree shade is limited and cooling centers are 

seasonal, people are left with few options. For those with 

homes, relief often comes from air conditioning, but 

only if they can afford it. Many low-income families live 

in older buildings with poor insulation and outdated or 

improperly installed AC units. Energy bills can climb to 

$250 or more per month in the summer, and for families 

already struggling, that’s simply not sustainable. Then 

there are the thousands of unhoused individuals in 

Miami, who don’t even have walls or roofs to buffer 

them from the heat. Their only option might be a cooling 

center, if it's open. If not, they’re left to find shade where they can and hope for a breeze. We 

also have to talk about outdoor workers, who are some of the most impacted and the least 

protected. Florida has yet to mandate rest breaks or water access during extreme heat. Workers’ 

rights groups have been pushing for legislation to change this, but progress is slow and has been 

met by pushback. 

As climate change accelerates, these challenges are only getting worse. May 2024 was Florida’s 

hottest May on record, and this summer is already shaping up to be brutal. We need more than 

temporary solutions. We need year-round cooling options, equitable urban planning, tree-

planting initiatives in low-income neighborhoods, stronger protections for workers, and real 

investment in housing and heat relief for the unhoused. 

https://www.miami.gov/My-Government/Climate-Change-in-the-City-of-Miami/Climate-Change-Action/Cooling-Centers
https://www.miamidade.gov/global/release.page?Mduid_release=rel1715783893231311
https://www.npr.org/2024/04/12/1244316874/florida-blocks-heat-protections-for-workers-right-before-summer
https://climatecenter.fsu.edu/images/docs/Fla_Annual_climate_summary_2024.pdf
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