
THE WILDERNESS SOCIETY  1615 M  Street, NW M A RCH 2009 
(202) 833-2300 Washington, DC 20036  w ilderness.org  

The Economic Toll of Global Warming 

 is R eal— and Grow ing 

 
Few challenges facing America—and the world— are more 

urgent than combating climate change.”  

         - President Barack O bam a, A ddress to G overnors  
            G lobal C lim ate Sum m it, N ovem ber 18, 2008  

President Barack O bam a has said that it is urgent that w e im plem ent a cap and trade program  to help stabilize our 
clim ate. The costs of not acting to head off global w arm ing’s toll on the econom y are grow ing larger every day w e 
w ait. 
 

Global w arming is already draining our economy 
We have already lost billions because of clim ate change.  

• $1.3 billion – the am ount of dam age associated w ith crop loss from  G eorgia’s drought in 2007.1 

• $85 billion – reconstruction costs for hom es dam aged or destroyed by H urricane K atrina.2 

• $1 trillion – the risk to tax-payers from  dam age insured through the N ational Flood Insurance Program  has 
quadrupled since 1980.3 

 

Waiting to act w ill only cost us more 
 Four global w arm ing im pacts alone – hurricane dam age, real estate losses, energy 
costs, and w ater costs – w ill com e w ith a price tag of 1.8 percent of U .S. gross dom estic 
product (G D P), or alm ost $1.9 trillion annually (in today's dollars) by 2100, 4  
costing every m an, w om an, and child in the U S m ore than $6,260 a year. 
 
Invest a dollar and you w ill save five.  A ccording to Sir N icholas Stern, form er chief 
econom ist, W orld Bank, the cost of acting to stop global w arm ing from  reaching 
dangerous levels w ould be about one percent of the w orld’s G D P by the year 2050.  
T he cost of inaction w ould lead to dam age costing m uch m ore, Stern w arned - at least 
five percent and perhaps m ore than 20 per cent of global G D P.5 

 
Delaying just tw o years w ill require tw ice the effort. A n analysis of 2008 clim ate legislation show s that w aiting just 
tw o years to tackle global w arm ing w ould require m ore than double the annual cuts in em issions to achieve the sam e 
cum ulative goal to prevent a 2º C  w arm ing  – 4.3 percent in annual cuts versus 2 percent.6 
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We should not delay investm ent and job creation.  C om panies are w aiting for new  rules before they invest billions in 
new  pow er plants and other projects.  O nce com panies know  how  their carbon em issions w ill be lim ited, they w ill know  
the rules and be free to invest - creating new  m anufacturing jobs, such as m aking steel for w ind turbines.  

 
Clim ate B reakdow n Leads to Econom ic B reakdow n.  A ccording to testim ony before C ongress by the R einsurance 
A ssociation of A m erica, “the sheer m agnitude of clim ate change could im pact a large num ber of industries to such an 
extent that sustainable insurability m ay ultim ately be put into question.” A s w e have seen w ith the financial system  in 
2008-09, the failure of the reinsurance industry can lead to crisis in the U .S. econom ic system .7 
 
Losses w ill be m assive to state econom ies. In Florida, for exam ple, the im pact of global w arm ing on tourism , electric 
utilities and real estate, together w ith hurricane dam age, w ould shrink state G DP  by an estim ated 5 percent by the end 
of the century, according to a report from  T ufts U niversity.8 In California, estim ates also show  that the C entral V alley 
could lose up to $2.2 billion in crop revenue and betw een 60,000 and 80,000 jobs due to drought and w ater restrictions.9  
 

D amage from global w arming grow s more deadly 
Science show s that clim ate m easures are needed now  m ore than ever. 
 
Intense hurricanes. W arm ing ocean tem peratures increase the risk of m ore 
pow erful hurricanes.10   W hile the science linking today’s hurricane activity to 
greenhouse gas em issions rem ains uncertain, there is w idespread agreem ent that 
global w arm ing is likely to increase the average intensity of hurricanes and increase 
the average rainfall rates from  these pow erful storm s, leading to m ore loss of life and 
property.  �

Increasing drought. H igher tem peratures are evaporating w ater at a rapid pace, putting 
w ater supplies, livestock and crops in danger. Severe drought conditions began dam aging 
w ide sw aths of N orth A m erica, southern Europe and southern and central A sia at the turn of 
the century and in 2004, the W estern U .S. experienced the m ost severe drought in 80 years 
and one of the m ost severe in 500 years. 11

�

M ore frequent and severe w ildfires. A s the clim ate w arm s, hot, dry sum m ers are 
creating tinderbox conditions ideal for w ildfires. “Since 1986,” Steven W . R unning 
reported in Science m agazine in A ugust 2006, “longer, w arm er sum m ers have resulted 
in a fourfold increase of m ajor [U .S.] w ildfires and a sixfold increase in the area of 
forest burned, com pared to the period from  1970 to 1986.”12 
 

A ccelerated flooding and coastal erosion. R ising sea levels, caused by global 
w arm ing, not only flood the land but also erode m ore coastline 13 w ith higher ocean 
w aves, threatening coastal populations and habitats. O ver the 20th century, the seas 
rose betw een four and eight inches – ten tim es the average rate of the last 3,000 years. If 
sea level continues to rise, thousands of square m iles of land in densely populated areas 
such as the eastern U .S. m ay be lost in a century or tw o. In northern A laska, the cost of 
relocating Shishm aref village, population just over 350, com es w ith a price tag of at least 
$180 m illion to the federal governm ent.14 A nd, according to the G overnm ent 

A ccountability O ffice, dozens of A laska N ative villages are sim ilarly susceptible to clim ate-related flooding and erosion 
caused by declining shore ice during storm  seasons.15 
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C utting emissions now  is a bargain 
In present-value term s, the m edian projected im pact of clim ate policy is less than one-half of one percent of U .S. G DP  
for the period 2010-2030, and under three-quarters of one percent through the m iddle of the century. 16 

 
T he overall cost of capping greenhouse gases for the average A m erican fam ily w ill am ount to 1 percent or less of 
household budgets over the next tw o decades.17 
 
C onsidering the very high cost of delay or inaction, and the clear benefit to future generations if w e act now , the tim e has 
com e to support legislation that provides new  clean, green jobs and energy choices, and ends the free dum ping of global 
w arm ing pollution into the atm osphere.  
 

For more information, please contact:  
 

D avid M oulton – D irector, C lim ate C hange Policy   (202) 429-2681 
JP Leous – C lim ate C hange Policy A dvisor   (202) 429-2676 
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