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Why Heat Matters 
in Rural Arizona

Yuma County consistently ranks among the 
hottest regions in the U.S.

Rural communities face:

• Transportation barriers

• Housing insecurity

• Outdoor labor exposure

• High chronic disease burden



RCBH & ADHS 
Cooling Site 
Collaboration
Every summer, RCBH actively participates in the 
Arizona Department of Health Services (ADHS) 
Cooling Site Network, providing:

 Air-conditioned safe refuge

 Free water distribution

 Outreach to vulnerable populations

 Heat safety education



Regional Cooling Site 
Coverage-South Yuma County



Expanding Cooling Access 
Across Rural Arizona

RCBH sites serving as 
cooling locations include:

 San Luis

 Parker

 Lake Havasu

 Kingman



Cooling Sites in Action



Proactive Outreach to Vulnerable Patients

RCBH conducts monthly care coordination calls to vulnerable patients, 
including:

Patients with chronic disease (CHF, COPD, Diabetes)

Behavioral health conditions

Elderly patients living alone

During heat season, calls include:

 Heat illness education

 Medication management review (diuretics, psych meds)

 Hydration counseling

 Transportation planning

 Emergency warning signs education



Heat-Related Diagnoses Seen in 
RCBH Clinics & Urgent Care



Heat Response Through 
Integrated Care

We don’t just respond to heat —
We integrate prevention into primary care.

RHC network
Integrated behavioral health

Care coordination infrastructure
Community outreach teams
Multi-county rural footprint

What makes RCBH unique:



Thank you

Marisol Penuelas
928-315-7910
mpenuelas@rcfbh.org
www.slwic.org
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Operationalizing Arizona’s 
Heat Strategy through: 
data-driven tools | innovation | collaborations

Protecting Our 
Communities: 
Strategies for 
extreme heat 
resilience



Insert Photo

*Preliminary

The stakes: heat & health in Arizona

★ The Data: Emergency room visits rising 
since 2020

★ Vulnerable People: outdoor workers, 
older/isolated adults, & kids

★ The Burden: Health, life, infrastructure 
& economic 
○ Impacts from/on energy, housing, 

healthcare



All counties 
except one 
experience heat 
related deaths 

2024



2023
ADHS Vital Statistics
https://pub.azdhs.gov/health-
stats/report/ahs/ahs2023/pdf/
2b1.pdf

CDC 
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/stat
e-
stats/states/az.html#cdc_data_
surveillance_section_3-leading-

causes-of-death 

Arizona’s 

Includes Heat-
Related Deaths

https://pub.azdhs.gov/health-stats/report/ahs/ahs2023/pdf/2b1.pdf
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Heat Deaths* Ranked as a Cause of Death
Number of Counties
2019 2024

Top 10 0 1
Top 20 2 8
Top 30 7 4
Top 40 1 1
Too few to rank 5 1
*Includes residents and non residents

Heat is rising as a leading cause of 
death



The Double Burden 
Household & Healthcare Strain

Household: utility rates,  housing/AC 
efficiency, transportation, ties to property

Healthcare System: 

★ Surge Capacity

★ Chronic Disease Exacerbation

★ Operational Costs



Economic Burden of Heat-Related Deaths in Arizona from 2018–2024 
(Source: Arizona Department of Health Services)

Preventative 
Measures are 
needed to save 
lives and money



The Most Common 
Comorbidities Amongst HRI ED Visits

1. Mental Disorders

2. Circulatory Disorders

3. Respiratory Disorders

4. Overweight / Obese



Insert Photo

Governor’s Extreme Heat Preparedness 
Plan

★ Interagency Collaboration

★ State Chief Heat Officer

★ Statewide Coordination

★ Moving from reactive to proactive 



Insert Photo

ADHS’ 4 Overarching Goals

★ Driving Heat Relief Activities

★ Reducing Heat-Related Illnesses and 
Deaths

★ Preparing for Extreme Heat

★ Fostering Innovative Solutions 



Insert Photo

Highlights: Innovation

★ State Chief Heat Officer
★ Online Community - Civic Roundtable
★ Heat Tier Framework
★ Dashboards 
★ Heat relief centers

○ Beyond Cooling
○ Cooltainer Project

★ Heat Relief Location Map

DATA SOURCE: Arizona Department of Health Services 
Cooling Center Map



Insert Photo

Dashboards & Notifications

National Weather Service - NWS

★ HeatRisk

ADHS
★ Heat.AZ.gov 
★ AZDHS.GOV/heat 
★ Heat Alerts - Sign Up
★ Heat Tiers 
★ Syndromic Surveillance
★ Heat Deaths

https://www.wpc.ncep.noaa.gov/heatrisk/
https://www.wpc.ncep.noaa.gov/heatrisk/
http://heat.az.gov/
http://heat.az.gov/
http://azdhs.gov/heat
http://azdhs.gov/heat
https://public.govdelivery.com/accounts/AZDHS/subscriber/new?qsp=AZDHS_2
https://www.azdhs.gov/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/index.php#heat-dashboard-heat-tier-by-county
https://www.azdhs.gov/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/index.php#heat-dashboard-heat-tier-by-county
https://www.azdhs.gov/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/index.php#heat-dashboard
https://www.azdhs.gov/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/index.php#heat-dashboard
https://www.azdhs.gov/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/index.php#heat-dashboard-heat-deaths
https://www.azdhs.gov/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/index.php#heat-dashboard-heat-deaths


Building a Weather-Ready Nation  //  24NATIONAL WEATHER SERVICE

NOAA/NWS HeatRisk
○ How unusual the heat is for 

the time of the year
○ The duration of the heat 

including both daytime and 
nighttime temperatures

○ Temperatures that pose an 
elevated risk of heat-related 
impacts based on data from 
the CDC

Driver for Extreme Heat 
Watches & Warnings

 

https://www.commerce.gov/
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Collaboration

★ State Heat Briefings
★ Online Community - Civic Roundtable
★ April 21 - Arizona Heat Kick-Off Meeting
★ May 4-8 - Heat Awareness Week
★ Arizona Heat Summit
★ Webinars and trainings
★ Tabletop Exercise
★ Listening Sessions
★ County-led briefings, hot washes, Southern AZ 

Heat Summit





Heat Stroke Study 2024
Charles Finch, DO, FACOEP
Assistant Medical Director, Phoenix Fire Department

Maki Lloyd
Deputy Chief, EMS Phoenix Fire Department

Jason Newman
EMS Training Captain, Phoenix Fire Department

David Kirk
EMS Training Captain, Phoenix Fire Department

•Charles Finch, DO
•Charles.finch@phoenix.gov

•Maki Lloyd
•David.Lloyd@phoenix.gov

•Jason Newman
•Jay.Newman@phoenix.gov 

•David Kirk
•David.Kirk@phoenix.gov 

mailto:Charles.finch@phoenix.gov
mailto:Charles.finch@phoenix.gov
mailto:David.Lloyd@phoenix.gov
mailto:David.Lloyd@phoenix.gov
mailto:Jay.Newman@phoenix.gov
mailto:Jay.Newman@phoenix.gov
mailto:David.kirk@phoenix.gov
mailto:David.kirk@phoenix.gov


2023 Ice Water 
Immersion inspired by 
EMT’s and Paramedics 
recognizing the impact of 
Heat Stroke on patients. 







Pavement Burns Research
• Compared to Flame/Scald 

Burns
– Higher Cost
– Larger Area Percent Burned
– Lengthier Hospital Stay
– Great requirement for 

operative intervention

(Silver et al, 2015)



Common Land Surface Temperatures

Vanos et al 2015
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Learn More

resilient.az.gov

heat.az.gov azdhs.gov/heat azdhs.gov/heatRoundtable 
Sign Up 

http://resilient.az.gov/
http://heat.az.gov/
http://azdhs.gov/heat
http://azdhs.gov/heat
https://app.civicroundtable.com/auth/sign-up?redirect_url=https%3A%2F%2Fapp.civicroundtable.com%2Fportal%2Fjoin%2FCO_01HV4NPGBHJWE4HNAXQVAG6FDW
https://app.civicroundtable.com/auth/sign-up?redirect_url=https%3A%2F%2Fapp.civicroundtable.com%2Fportal%2Fjoin%2FCO_01HV4NPGBHJWE4HNAXQVAG6FDW


Links and Tools

★ Heat Mitigation Tool Kit for Long Term Care

★ Extreme Heat Toolkit for Health Clinics

★ Heat and medications information for individuals 
(Eng/Spn)

★ Heat and medications information sheet for health 
care providers

★ Population specific Toolkits

★ Accessible Heat Relief Sites in Arizona: 
for People with Disabilities

★ Look before you lock

★ Stages of heat illness

★ Sunscreen selection tips

★ Symptoms of heat illness

★ Urine chart guide to hydration 

★ Community Profiles

https://www.azhca.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/LTCHeatMitigationToolKit_6-25-25.pdf
https://www.azhca.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/LTCHeatMitigationToolKit_6-25-25.pdf
https://www.americares.org/what-we-do/community-health/climate-resilient-health-clinics/
https://www.americares.org/what-we-do/community-health/climate-resilient-health-clinics/
https://www.azdhs.gov/documents/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/extreme-heat-medication-flyer.pdf?v=20250723
https://www.azdhs.gov/documents/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/extreme-heat-medication-flyer.pdf?v=20250723
https://www.azdhs.gov/documents/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/extreme-heat-medication-flyer.pdf?v=20250723
https://www.azdhs.gov/documents/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/heat-medications-information-for-health-care-providers.pdf
https://www.azdhs.gov/documents/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/heat-medications-information-for-health-care-providers.pdf
https://www.azdhs.gov/documents/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/heat-medications-information-for-health-care-providers.pdf
https://www.azdhs.gov/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/index.php#protect-yourself-from-heat-home
https://www.azdhs.gov/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/index.php#protect-yourself-from-heat-home
https://www.azdhs.gov/documents/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/accessible-heat-relief-sites-azsilc-and-adhs.pdf
https://www.azdhs.gov/documents/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/accessible-heat-relief-sites-azsilc-and-adhs.pdf
https://www.azdhs.gov/documents/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/accessible-heat-relief-sites-azsilc-and-adhs.pdf
https://www.azdhs.gov/documents/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/look-before-you-lock-children-in-cars-safety-flyer.pdf?v=20250731
https://www.azdhs.gov/documents/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/look-before-you-lock-children-in-cars-safety-flyer.pdf?v=20250731
https://www.azdhs.gov/documents/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/heat-illness-stages-flyer.pdf
https://www.azdhs.gov/documents/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/heat-illness-stages-flyer.pdf
https://www.azdhs.gov/documents/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/sunscreen-selection-tips-heat-safety-flyer.pdf
https://www.azdhs.gov/documents/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/sunscreen-selection-tips-heat-safety-flyer.pdf
https://www.azdhs.gov/documents/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/heat-illness-symptoms-flyer.pdf?v=20251121
https://www.azdhs.gov/documents/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/heat-illness-symptoms-flyer.pdf?v=20251121
https://www.azdhs.gov/documents/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/urine-chart-guide-to-hydration.pdf?v=20250731
https://www.azdhs.gov/documents/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-control/extreme-weather/heat-safety/urine-chart-guide-to-hydration.pdf?v=20250731
https://data.azdhs.gov/
https://data.azdhs.gov/


Getting 
Involved and 
Supporting 
Each other

★ Connect with your local county’s 
public health or emergency 
management

★ Connect on Civic Roundtable

★ Email us if you have questions: 
azheat@azdhs.gov 

https://app.civicroundtable.com/auth/sign-up?redirect_url=https%3A%2F%2Fapp.civicroundtable.com%2Fportal%2Fjoin%2FCO_01HV4NPGBHJWE4HNAXQVAG6FDW
mailto:azheat@azdhs.gov


The work continues…

★ Better rural heat data tools
○ CSA

★ Community-driven for lasting impact
○ Targeted messaging (building on the HeatRisk & Heat 

Tiers adapted and formatted to rural populations)
○ Connecting partners to fill/address gaps
○ Toolkit? 



Thank you!

Jennifer.Botsford@azdhs.gov

azheat@azdhs.gov
heat.az.gov

azdhs.gov/heat



Extreme Heat: Findings & 
Recommendations from Rural and 

Tribal Listening Sessions 
Rural Health Policy Forum

Tuesday, February 17, 2026

Mona Arora (Presenter), Shunrang Chin, Maiya Block Ngaybe



MYTH: I have lived in Arizona all my life so I have nothing to worry about.

FACT: Everyone is vulnerable to extreme heat
Just because we have been living here for a long time  
does not mean that our bodies are used to the 
INCREASING heat.



Illustration of the physiological pathways of human heat strain

Source: Hot weather and heat extremes: health risks. The Lancet. August 2021.



Introduction

• SCORCH, Arizona Department of Health 
Services (ADHS) and Arizona State Office 
of Rural Health coordinated rural heat 
listening sessions to better understand 
rural and tribal heat response, best 
practices, needs and recommendations.

• Tribal Rural Heat Listening Session held at 
the 3rd Annual ADHS Heat Summit in 
November 2025

• Other sites: Parker (La Paz), Benson 
(Cochise), Sedona (North 
Arizona),Somerton (Yuma)



Participants
• Number of Participants: 25
• Number of Groups: 6
• Tribes Represented: 5 

• Sectors represented (18)
• Education (5) 
• Emergency Management Office (1)
• Government (2)
• Health Department (3)
• Local Non-profit (2)
• Other, Community-based Organization (1)
• Tribal Government/Tribal Health Service 

(3)
• Utility Company (1)

• Counties Represented (3)
o Maricopa County
o Pima County 
o Pinal County



Roadmap to Effective Heat Relief



Recommendation 1: 
Tailor Approaches

Recommendation 2: 
Strengthen 
Community 

Partnerships

Recommendation 3: 
Improve Data 

Collection

Recommendation 4: 
Sustainable Heat 

Funding

Recommendation 5: 
Integrate Heat Into 

Existing Health 
Programs and Enhance 

Communication

Recommendation 6: 
Focus on Long-Term 
Resilience Through 
Infrastructure and 

Housing

Recommended Actions for Statewide Rural &Tribal Heat Action



Recommendation 1: Tailor Approaches

Key Messages:

 Tribal and rural communities are not 
homogeneous. 
o One-size-fits-all solutions are not 

effective. 

 Heat response and coordination 
should tailor approaches to each 
community's specific cultural 
traditions, language, infrastructure, 
and resource access. 

Actionable Examples:

• Conduct community assessments to 
identify baseline needs for reducing heat 
risk.

• Develop a centralized repository for sharing 
best practices allowing rural and Tribal 
communities to access and tailor effective 
heat response strategies to fit their unique 
needs.

• Tailor existing heat messaging to align with 
community experiences and needs 
(e.g., some residents take pride in 
withstanding high temperatures)



Taking Action to Protect Community Members

Buddy Up: Check on others
Watch for signs of heat-related illness in yourself, family, friends, neighbors, 
and coworkers
Pay special attention to elders and young children, who are more vulnerable to 
heat
Check on others routinely 
Protect your pets

Source: Arizona Humane Society

https://www.azhumane.org/heat-safety-tips-for-pets/


Key Message:

 Involve and partner with existing 
local partners that are trusted by 
community members and work in 
the community to collaboratively 
address heat risks

 Respect tribal sovereignty

 Engage community members 
directly in decision-making rather 
than presenting predetermined 
plans. 

Actionable Examples:

• Engage with a learning and collaborative mindset, 
not, "we are here to save the day"

• Engage local partners including food banks, faith-
based organizations, schools, libraries, health 
centers, organizations that serve the elderly to 
integrate heat prevention efforts into existing 
services (e.g., heat relief kits into food bank 
packages, heat relief spaces in the community 
posted in public spaces)

• Partner with local businesses and Chambers of 
Commerce to establish hydration stations and 
identify new facilities for cooling centers.

Recommendation 2: Strengthen Community Partnerships



Taking Action to Protect Community Members

Seek: Cool Spaces
Stay in cool, air-conditioned spaces whenever possible. If home cooling is not 
available, visit a designated cooling center, community center, library.
Cooling centers: community centers, libraries, shelters
Cooltainer: Tohono O’odham Nation



Taking Action to Protect Community Members

Buddy Up: Check on others 
Watch for signs of heat-related illness in yourself, family, friends, neighbors, 
and coworkers
Pay special attention to elders and young children and others who are more 
vulnerable to heat
Protect your pets



Key Message:
Heat response should be embedded 
into existing public health programs 
and strengthened through culturally 
tailored communication, trusted 
messengers, and accessible early 
warning systems that reach 
communities with limited 
connectivity.

Actionable Examples:
• Embed heat education, screening, and 

referrals into routine chronic disease, maternal 
health, behavioral health, and substance use 
services.

• Create multi-channel messaging to maximize 
reach (e.g., AM radio, flyers, phone trees, texts, 
social media).

• Distribute more durable heat relief items like 
cooling fans over single-use kits.

• Explore solar options for electricity to 
power cooling devices in areas with limited 
grid access.

Recommendation 5: Integrate Heat Into Existing Health Programs and 
Enhance Communication 



Source: Reducing the health effects of hot weather and heat extremes: from personal cooling strategies to green cities. The Lancet 2021.



Source: Reducing the health effects of hot weather and heat extremes: from personal cooling strategies to green cities. The Lancet 2021.



[I]f employees are not paid enough 
to live, how can they be expected to 

thrive during extreme heat?
(ADHS HeatSummitNotes_CherylValdez, Pos. 132)





Thank you!
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Questions?

Email: manand@arizona.edu 

mailto:manand@arizona.edu
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