California’s Economy Will Suffer Plenty from Climate Change.  At Least It’s Not Florida.
by Dale Kasler
July 19, 2017 - Higher crime rates and electric bills.  Crops and laborers wilting in the sun.  A new study says California’s economy is going to lose billions of dollars a year to climate change.
But hey, it will be a picnic compared to states like Florida and Texas.
The groundbreaking study, led by 2 UC Berkeley scientists, says global warming will punish some areas of the country more severely than others.  California will suffer, but not as badly as the national average.  The situation will be far worse in Gulf Coast states, which can expect to get ravaged by increasingly frequent hurricanes, and areas of the Deep South and Midwest, where agricultural yields will plummet.
The study, published in late June in the journal Science, concluded that climate change will also widen income gaps between poor and wealthy areas of the country.  That’s because hotter parts of the country, where incomes already tend to be lower, will take the brunt of the impact from global warming. 
The same factors will play out in California.  Coastal regions, where much of California’s wealth is concentrated, will be somewhat buffered because of the breezy ocean climate.  The hot inland regions, the poorest areas of the state, will take more of a beating.
“Within the state of California, we have a mini-version of what we see across the county,” said study co-author Solomon Hsiang, associate professor of public policy at UC Berkeley.  “The poor regions are getting really heavily hit and the coastal regions, which are wealthier, aren’t hit as hard.”  The study is the 1st attempt at documenting the economic impacts of climate change on a county-by-county level.
All told, California can expect to lose 1% of its annual economic output for every 1°C increase in average temperature, said co-author James Rising, also of UC Berkeley.  While that’s slightly better than the 1.2% loss predicted for the U.S. economy, the 1% effect is still going to translate into a $26 billion annual hit to the state’s gross domestic product.  A 1°C increase is the equivalent of 1.8°F.
Greater Sacramento doesn’t fare particularly well under the authors’ projections.  Sacramento County and Yolo County’s economies will fall by about 4% a year for every 1°C increase in temperatures, or about 4 times worse than the statewide average.  The economies of Placer and El Dorado counties, which spill into the relatively cool air of the Sierra Nevada, will see declines closer in line with the rest of California.
Other Central Valley counties will do more poorly.  Fresno will lose 6% of its annual economic impact, Merced 5.6% and Stanislaus 4.4% for every 1°C rise in temperatures.
The actual economic effects are likely to be worse as the years go by.  Temperatures are expected to increase by more than 1°C during this century; a study by NASA, for example, says temperatures could climb 2 to 6°C by 2100.
Hsiang and Rising acknowledged the study has flaws, some of which mask the true costs of climate change in California.  They include a failure to calculate the economic impact of rising sea levels gradually inundating beaches and coastal communities.
Predictions about rising seas in California are dire.  A just-released study by the Union of Concerned Scientists said the Bay Area can expect chronic flooding by 2035 in well-heeled communities such as Alameda, Redwood Shores and Corte Madera.  Another recent study, released by the state Ocean Protection Council, said, “100s of miles of roads and railways, harbors and airports, power plants and wastewater treatment facilities, in addition to 1,000s of businesses and homes, are at risk from future flooding, inundation, and coastal retreat.”
However, the authors of the Science article said the financial effect was difficult to assess compared to, say, the damage done by a devastating hurricane.
Despite its shortcomings, the study is resonating with economists.  University of the Pacific economist Jeff Michael, who wasn’t involved in the study, said it makes sense that inland California will be more vulnerable than the coast to the effects of global warming. 
“In general, I think there’s some truth to that, particularly when you think about heat and energy costs and agricultural effects,” Michael said.  “They are going to be felt more in the inland areas.”
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