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INTRODUCTION
Human-caused climate change
threatens national parks that help
make California a special place.

Featured National Parks
Death Valley NP
Golden Gate NRA
Joshua Tree NP
Kings Canyon NP
Mojave NPres

H

uman disruption of the climate is the
greatest threat ever to America's national
parks. This report details some of the threats that
a changed climate poses to ten of those parks in
California.

Muir Woods NM
Point Reyes NS
Redwood NP
Sequoia NP
Yosemite NP

NP
= National Park
NRA = National Recreation Area
NPres = National Preserve
NM = National Monument
NS
= National Seashore

The state of California, the United States, and
the whole planet all face the consequences of
people’s alteration of the climate. But these ten
national parks deserve particular attention. What
could happen to them demonstrates how the
places we most love may never be the same if
we do not limit our pollution of the atmosphere
with heat-trapping gases.

point, in Death Valley National Park. The
beaches of Golden Gate National Recreation
Area, enjoyed by millions of people a year. Point
Reyes National Seashore, a peninsula of rocky
cliffs, sandy beaches, wetlands, and uplands,
hosting some of the country's greatest biological
diversity. The early spring wildflower shows of
the three great desert parks, Joshua Tree, Death
Valley, and Mojave.

These national parks hold much of what makes
California special. Yosemite Valley, called by no
less than John Muir “by far the grandest of all the
special temples of Nature I was ever permitted to
enter.”1 The titanic sequoias of Sequoia National
Park, with trunks as wide as a city street, the
largest living individual trees on Earth. The coast
redwoods of Redwood National Park, the tallest
trees in the world. The highest mountain in the
contiguous United States – Mount Whitney, in
Kings Canyon National Park – and the lowest

But much of this is threatened as people’s
pollution of the atmosphere makes the climate
hotter and, in summer in California, drier. In a
hotter and drier climate, Joshua trees are being
eliminated in the national park named after them.
Redwoods are in danger in Redwood National
Park. Sequoias are at risk in Sequoia National
Park. Yosemite Falls may dry up more
often. Trees are dying sooner in the Sierra
Nevada parks. Forests and mammals are
moving upslope to stay ahead of higher
temperatures. The natural abundance and
diversity of wildlife species are at risk in all
parks. A rising Pacific Ocean threatens to
flood beaches, wetlands, and roads in
low-lying areas in Golden Gate, Point
Reyes, and Redwood.

NPS

“I believe climate change is
fundamentally the greatest threat
to the integrity of our national parks
that we have ever experienced.”
Jon Jarvis, Director,
National Park Service2
Death Valley National Park
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At stake are not just the spectacular
resources and values of these
national parks but also an important
contribution to California's economy.
The national parks in California add
$1.24 billion a year to the state's
economy and support over 19,000
jobs in the state. These economic
benefits, though, depend on the
continued attractiveness to visitors of
the natural and cultural resources of
the parks, including those threatened
by climate change. Risks to those
resources are also risks to the state's
economy.
This report summarizes the impacts,
Point Reyes National Seashore
now and in the future, on the
featured parks of climate disruption
disruption has accelerated even further.
caused by human emissions of heat-trapping
pollutants. Information is drawn from government
In short, what we do matters – in these national
and scientific reports, journal articles, and other
parks and everywhere else.
publications, and from the national parks
themselves, including from National Park Service
Fortunately, it is possible to head off the worst of
and U.S. Geological Survey scientists and other
the possible effects on California's national parks
professionals who work in and study them.
by taking decisive actions to reduce the heattrapping pollution that is changing the climate.
Also in this report are new local projections from
climate models on how much temperatures may
The state of California is beginning to do its
go up in those parks. Projections are included for
share by taking far-reaching actions under its
two different possible futures. One, which the
2006 landmark climate-protection law, the Global
California Climate Change Center calls a “lower”
Warming Solutions Act (still more widely known
emissions scenario, has a continuing rise in the
by its legislative title, Assembly Bill 32). Actions
global annual rate of emissions until mid-century,
under this state law not only will reduce climate
followed by a gradual decline. The other, called a
change but also, studies consistently show,
“medium-high” scenario, has emissions
actually strengthen the state's economy by
continuing to rise throughout the century. The
reducing energy costs and creating clean-energy
projections from these different scenarios
jobs.
illustrate that the climate will be changed more if
we continue with high levels of heat-trapping
With similar actions by others across the country
pollution and will be changed less if we bring
and around the world modeled after this kind of
emissions down.
approach, we can protect our environment –
globally and in California's most special places –
Scientists tell us that because of the long-lasting
and secure a better future for ourselves and our
effect of heat-trapping gases we can do more to
children.
protect the climate if we reduce emissions now,
not down the road when the pace of climate

“Sizable early cuts in emissions would significantly
reduce the pace and the overall amount of climate
change. Earlier cuts in emissions would have a
greater effect in reducing climate change than
comparable reductions made later.”
U.S. Global Change Research Program3
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INTRODUCTION
CALIFORNIA’S
ECONOMY AT STAKE

National parks add $1.24 billion to
California’s economy. But a disrupted
climate threatens the jobs that come
from that spending.

economic benefits are at risk as climate change
threatens the special places that yield them.
For years, a Michigan State University team has
been analyzing the local economic contributions
of national parks. The latest such report covers
2008.4 Since visitation to the national parks in
California was 3 percent higher in 2009, and has
continued so far in 2010 above the 2008 level,
more up-to-date tabulations, if they were
available, would show even higher current
benefits.5

C

alifornia's national parks are a significant
contributor to the state's economy. The 26
units of the national park system in the state
draw more than 34 million visitors a year. Their
spending adds $1.24 billion to the state's
economy and supports over 19,000 jobs. These

Local Economic Benefits in 2008 of California’s National Parks
Recreational
Visits

Overnight
Stays

Total
Visitor
Spending

Non-Local
Visitor
Spending

Jobs From
Non-Local
Spending

871,938

199,043

$44.5 million

$42.7 million

851

14,554,750

55,669

$258.6 million

$107.6 million

2,021

1,392,446

234,620

$37.3 million

$32.5 million

602

Mojave NPres

618,285

1,651

$13.5 million

$11.8 million

237

Muir Woods NM

838,285

0

$55.6 million

$51.8 million

974

Point Reyes NS

2,248,203

39,495

$94.0 million

$85.8 million

1,612

396,899

12,951

$20.6 million

$18.7 million

376

Sequoia/Kings Canyon NPs

1,158,758

408,330

$87.8 million

$81. million

1,779

Yosemite NP

3,432,514

1,682,615

$292.4 million

$290.0 million

4,880

26,262,636

2,634,518

$951.1 million

$761.8 million

14,078

8,517,823

192,319

$334.4 million

$290.4 million

5,692

34,028,908

2,826,693

$1.239 billion

$1.102 billion

19,024

Death Valley NP
Golden Gate NRA
Joshua Tree NP

Redwood NP

Subtotals
Other parks
Totals

Table 1. Data source: Stynes (2009).6 Legend: NM = National Monument; NP = National Park; NPres =
National Preserve; NRA = National Recreation Area; NS = National Seashore. Totals for Sequoia and Kings
Canyon NPs are combined to avoid double-counting of visitors to both.
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Table 1 on the previous page identifies the local economic
benefits in 2008 of the 10 national parks in California
featured in this report, with a single combined entry
covering other parks in the state. (This report often refers
to all units of the national park system as national parks,
whether they are titled national parks, monuments,
recreation areas, or seashores – just as the National Park
Service [NPS] does.)

Surveys of visitors to Rocky Mountain showed that
moderate increases in temperature could lead to
increased visitation, by perhaps 10 to 14 percent.
But in a very hot future, visitation could decline,
by perhaps 9 percent compared to current levels,
with a comparable drop in local tourism-related
jobs. These results make intuitive sense. Up to a
point, more people may go to a cooler, mountain
park to escape higher temperatures. But as
temperatures get too hot, outdoor recreation
even in the mountains becomes less pleasant,
and people may find other ways to get a break
from the heat. A similar pattern could possibly
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Little research has yet been done on how the impacts of
climate change could affect future visitation levels in
national parks. One study focused on Rocky Mountain
7
National Park in Colorado. Like Yosemite, Sequoia, and
Kings Canyon national parks, Rocky Mountain is a highelevation, relatively cool park near major metropolitan
areas which also draws visitors from afar, and has much
higher visitation levels in summer. That study included an
analysis of how visitation levels correspond with weather,
and showed that visitor numbers generally go up with
warmer temperatures. However, the increases slowed as
temperatures got hotter and hotter, and visitation even
declined by 7.5 percent during one summer of very high
temperatures (with 60 days over 80°F).
Yosemite National Park

also hold for visitation to beaches (such as Point
Reyes and Golden Gate) as the future gets
hotter.
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Research in Canada has involved surveys of
visitors to that country's national parks to judge
how future conditions of park resources might
8
affect visitation. Visitors were asked if they would
return more often, less often, or as often if
conditions were changed in the ways expected to
result from an altered climate. Descriptions were
given to visitors of changes in plant communities,
changes in the mammal species present,
increases in wildfire, and loss of fishing – all of
which also are impacts that could occur in
national parks in California. The results of the
surveys suggest that climate-change effects
could cause future visitation to the Canadian
parks to drop, perhaps sharply. When given
descriptions of severe changes,19 percent of
current visitors said they would not visit the parks
again, and 38 percent said they would visit less
often. However, whether that kind of pattern
would hold if climate-change impacts are
showing up everywhere, not just in national
parks, is of course unknown.

Yosemite National Park
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