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From April to June 2023, New Orleans saw a spate of femicides,
i.e., the killing of a woman by an intimate partner (1,2). All nine
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women were Black, and all were killed by a gun (1,2). 

 

There is no question that systemic racism and the preponderance of guns affect
Black women’s risk for femicide in New Orleans and nationally. A higher risk for
femicide in this context may also be linked to growing gender inequities in the state
and related structural determinants, including those related to recent restrictions on
abortion access. Prior research documents that states characterized by greater
gender inequity (considering health, labor, and empowerment dimensions) have
higher rates of femicide (3). Economic factors, too, may be at play. Prior evidence
from the U.S. reveals that economic recession increases the risk for IPV (4).
However, these issues alone cannot explain the rapid increase in femicide seen from
April to June. Concerns related to systemic racism, gun access, restricted abortion
access, and economic recession have been sustained concerns prior to and after the
April to June period. We propose that climate-sensitive events, including extreme
heat or extreme precipitation, could be associated with an increased risk of femicide
in New Orleans during this period. If so, we may continue to see escalations in
femicide in light of growing climate crises in our region. 

*Red circles indicate spikes in calls from April to July
Figure 1. Orleans Parish Domestic Violence 911 Calls, January 1, 2011 to



July 1, 2023

A look at the publicly available data on domestic violence 911 calls from the period
of January 1, 2011, to July 1, 2023, shows a pattern of spikes in calls every April to
August across all years (5). (See Figure 1.) April in New Orleans marks a period of
increased precipitation until August and, relatedly, an increase in power outages.
Precipitation levels in April and May are now higher than historical averages (6). June
to August are typically the hottest months in the state, and this year, the state has
seen the hottest temperatures on record for these months. This period also
coincides with children being out of school for their annual holidays, potentially
contributing to rising household costs. The etiological role of extreme heat on
increasing aggressive behaviors has been widely described (7,8), which suggests
that such concomitant increases may be related. A few possible mechanisms have
been proposed by Parkinson (9) to explain how climate-sensitive events such as
extreme heat or floods and gender-based violence (GBV) can be linked and include:
i) increasing compounded vulnerabilities for women intensifying abusive and
controlling behaviors; ii) the intersection with food and economic insecurity, job loss,
poverty and the disappearance of relatives which can trigger mental stress; iii)
physical displacement, loss of support and protection from the community.
Certainly, the impact of Hurricane Katrina as well as more recent hurricanes, would
support these claims and, further, demonstrate how these disproportionately burden
Black women. Yet, there is a notable absence of epidemiological evidence in this
area, which prevents the documentation of potential preventive strategies that can
be experimented (10). 

Cross-national research demonstrates that heat waves precede intimate partner
violence (IPV) incidents, as indicated by both emergency calls and femicide (11). We
lack studies from the U.S. documenting the effects of precipitation levels or power
outages on IPV, but data from low- and middle-income country contexts indicate that
heavy rains and flooding increase the risk for IPV directly and indirectly due to water
insecurity (12). Research on power outages in North America also reveals increases
in criminal behavior and financial distress following power outages (13), which can,
in turn, increase the risk for IPV. These negative effects of climate events and power
outages disproportionately burden Black and poor communities, contributing to IPV
and health disparities.

These issues are not just important for IPV but also for maternal health. Louisiana is
5th in the nation in terms of femicide (14) and 4th in the nation in terms of maternal



mortality (15), and femicide is the leading cause of death for pregnant and
postpartum women (16). All but one of the women killed by their partner in New
Orleans in the past few months were mothers (1). Given that climate concerns are
also well-documented risk factors for maternal and neonatal health (17), it is
paramount that we understand these issues in tandem and in contexts where
climate concerns exist and are rapidly escalating. Inadequate data on IPV,
particularly in terms of geocoded data that can be linked with climate indicators,
impedes our ability to capture this information.

We need more research on climate events and IPV to help understand whether and
how these affect IPV and femicide and racial/ethnic inequities in these concerns. We
must prioritize research on these issues in the U.S. to have the necessary evidence
to address climate-related risks and their social and health consequences
effectively. The lack of prioritization of data and research on these issues and the
inadequacies of our responses to climate crises are killing women and may be
disproportionately killing Black women in the South. 

As we start Domestic Violence Awareness Month in New Orleans, let’s do so with an
awareness that this violence is not just disproportionately affecting those groups
already disadvantaged by systemic racism and economic inequalities but also those
disproportionately affected by climate crises. Addressing domestic violence means
addressing concurrent climate and economic crises.
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