CALIFORNIA’S NATIONAL PARKS IN PERIL
THE THREATS OF CLIMATE DISRUPTION

These 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.”
The titanic sequoias of Sequoia National Park,
numbering among them the largest living individual
trees on Earth. The coast redwoods of Redwood
Yosemite National Park
National Park, weighing less but the tallest trees in
the world. The highest mountain in the contiguous United States, Mount Whitney, in Kings Canyon
National Park, and the lowest point, in Death Valley National Park. The beaches of Golden Gate
National Recreation Area, enjoyed by millions of people a year. The stunningly scenic cliffs of Point
Reyes National Seashore. The early spring wildflower shows of the three great desert parks, Joshua
Tree National Park, Death Valley, and Mojave National Preserve.
But climate disruption threatens these special places. 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. Both forests and mammals are moving upslope to stay
ahead of higher temperatures. A rising Pacific Ocean threatens to flood
the
beaches and other low areas in Golden Gate, Point Reyes, and Redwood.
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More than the spectacular resources and values of these national parks is
at stake. So is their important contribution to California's economy.
Spending by visitors to the national parks in California adds $1.24 billion a
year to the state's economy and supports over 19,000 jobs. These
economic benefits, though, depend on there continuing to be
wonders that draw so many
people to the national parks.
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The goods news is that many
sensible options exist to reduce
the emissions of heat-trapping
gases that change the climate
and imperil these special places.
And the actions that will protect
the climate and the parks also cut
energy costs and create new
clean-energy jobs, strengthening
the economy.

Death Valley National Park
Golden Gate National Recreation Area
Joshua Tree National Park
Kings Canyon National Park
Mojave National Preserve
Muir Woods National Monument
Point Reyes National Seashore
Redwood National Park
Sequoia National Park
Yosemite National Park
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uman disruption of the climate is the greatest
threat ever to America's national parks. In a
new report, the Rocky Mountain Climate
Organization and the Natural Resources Defense
Council detail the threats that a changed climate
poses to ten national parks in California.

T

And these projections are based on assumptions
that emissions of heat-trapping gases do not
continue going up as fast as in recent years.

Projections are included for two different possible
futures. With “medium-high” future emissions of
heat-trapping pollutants, Yosemite could become
hotter than Sacramento has been.

Even a “lower” emissions scenario, with
emissions beginning to decline in the middle of
the century, would heat up these national parks
by more than the additional 2°F that a U.S.
government report says would lead to “severe,
widespread, and irreversible impacts.”

he RMCO-NRDC report includes new local
projections from climate models of how much
temperatures may go up in the ten featured
national parks.

Sequoia and Kings Canyon national parks could
become hotter than the Sonoma County coast.

Heat-trapping pollutants have such long-lasting
effects that reducing emissions now, not down
the road, is necessary to head off extreme
climate changes – in these national parks and
everywhere else.

Point Reyes could get as hot as Santa Barbara
has been.

How Much Hotter California’s National Parks Could Get by 2070-2099
Lower Future
Emissions

Medium-High
Future Emissions

Effect of Projected Temperature
With Medium-High Emissions

Death Valley
National Park

+ 4.9°F

+ 8.1°F

Death Valley already is the
hottest place in North
America.

Golden Gate
National Recreation Area

+ 3.7°F

+ 6.0°F

Golden Gate would become
as hot as Santa Monica Pier
historically has been.

Joshua Tree
National Park

+ 4.4°F

+ 7.4°F

Joshua Tree would become
5.1° hotter than Death Valley
historically has been.

Mojave
National Preserve

+ 4.7°F

+ 8.0°F

Mojave would become 7.3°
hotter than Death Valley
historically has been.

Muir Woods
National Monument

+ 2.9°F

+ 5.9°F

Muir Woods would become
as hot as San Diego
historically has been.

Point Reyes
National Seashore

+ 3.6°F

+ 6.0°F

Point Reyes would become
as hot as Santa Barbara
historically has been.

Redwood
National Park

+ 3.5°F

+ 5.7°F

Redwood would become
within 0.5° of as hot as
Santa Barbara has been.

Sequoia and Kings Canyon
national parks

+ 4.6°F

+ 7.6°F

The parks would become
0.6° hotter than the Sonoma
County coast has been.

Yosemite
National Park

+ 4.5°F

+ 7.5°F

Yosemite would become 0.3°
hotter than Sacramento
historically has been.
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ccording to government and
university scientists, human
alteration of the climate could
damage many of the most important
resources in California’s national
parks.
MOUNTAINS AND FORESTS
In Yosemite, Sequoia, and Kings
Canyon national parks, summers
would become drier as more winter
precipitation falls as rain rather than
snow, as snowpacks shrink, and as
they melt earlier. Yosemite Falls,
mostly fed by snowmelt, could dry up
more often and earlier in summers,
depriving many park visitors of one
of the world’s greatest sights.
Glaciers in the park already are shrinking.

Point Reyes National Seashore

SEA-LEVEL RISE

As these mountain parks get hotter and drier,
pine and fir trees are dying more quickly. The
death rate of trees has nearly doubled over just
the past two decades. In the lowest elevations of
Yosemite, winters no longer get below freezing,
and forests are moving upslope. Ponderosa
pines are giving way to oaks and shrubs.

A scientific report from the California state
government says the Pacific Ocean could rise 2.0
to 4.7 feet this century. Low-lying areas in Point
Reyes National Seashore, Golden Gate National
Recreation Area, and Redwood National Park
could be washed over more often, then
permanently inundated. At risk are beaches,
wetlands, other wildlife habitat, historic structures,
highways and roads, campgrounds, picnic areas,
and a visitor center.

Giant sequoias in the mountains parks may not
be resilient to the water stress and increased
wildfire expected with rapid climate change.

LOSS OF WILDLIFE
In Redwood National Park and Muir Woods
National Monument, as temperatures have gone
up, the coastal fog that redwoods depend on for
nearly half their water has already declined. A
continued decrease in the fog could keep the
coast redwoods from growing to the astonishing
heights they now reach.
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Climate disruption is expected to push some
species to extinction and eliminate some from
areas they now occupy. In Yosemite, mammals
already are moving upslope, just as trees are.
About half of small mammal species in Yosemite
now live at elevations different from where they
were found nearly a century ago. Most have
moved to higher elevations, by an average of
about 500 yards. Along the coast, seals and
shorebirds could lose habitat to a higher sea, and
many may abandon the coastal national parks as
suitable areas disappear.
DISRUPTION OF THE DESERTS
Joshua trees, which need winter freezes to set
seeds, are projected to disappear entirely from
Joshua Tree National Park and from most of
Death Valley National Park and Mojave National
Preserve. More adaptable, invasive grasses are
moving into the desert parks, increasing wildfires
and threatening broad ecosystem changes.

Joshua Tree National Park
3

These calculations of economic benefits are for
2008, the most recent available. Visitation to the
national parks in California was 3 percent higher
in 2009, and has continued so far in 2010 above
the 2008 level. So more up-to-date economic
tabulations, if they were available, would show
that the parks currently produce even more local
income and jobs.

CALIFORNIA’S ECONOMY AT STAKE
California's national parks are a significant
contributor to the state's economy. In total, the
units of the national park system in the state draw
more than 34 million visitors a year. Spending by
the park visitors adds $1.24 billion to the state's
economy and supports over 19,000 jobs.

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

Death Valley

871,938

199,043

$44.5 million

$42.7 million

851

Golden Gate

14,554,750

55,669

$258.6 million

$107.6 million

2,021

Joshua Tree

1,392,446

234,620

$37.3 million

$32.5 million

602

Mojave

618,285

1,651

$13.5 million

$11.8 million

237

Muir Woods

838,285

0

$55.6 million

$51.8 million

974

Point Reyes

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 and Kings Canyon

1,158,758

408,330

$87.8 million

$81. million

1,779

Yosemite

3,432,514

1,682,615

$292.4 million

$290.0 million

4,880

Subtotals

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

Redwood

Other parks
Totals

state’s 2006 landmark climate-protection law,
the Global Warming Solutions Act (still more
widely known by its legislative title, Assembly
Bill 32). Studies consistently show that these
actions will actually strengthen the state's
economy by reducing energy costs and
creating clean-energy jobs.

PROTECTING OUR CLIMATE AND PARKS
Fortunately, it is possible to head off the worst of
the possible effects on California's national parks.
Reducing heat-trapping pollution – mostly by
improving energy efficiency and switching to
cleaner energy sources – will reduce how much
hotter these parks get and the extent of other
climate changes and impacts.

With similar actions by others across the
country and around the world, we can protect
our environment and secure a better future
for ourselves and our children.

California is already leading the way with the
kinds of actions that are needed to protect the
climate. The first steps are being taken under the
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