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A tornado hits Brooklyn. 1,359 buildings in Queens are damaged by storms and flooding. 
The death toll climbs to 12 as heavy rain and flooding covers a large part of the Midwest. 
The California heat wave ends with a death toll near 25. Hurricane Felix, a rare 
Category 5 storm, slams Central America, killing one hundred.  
 
Predictions for Our Region 
These are not theoretical scenarios of what could happen in 50 to 100 years as the climate 
heats up. These are actual news stories from this past summer. In other words, our lives 
are already being profoundly affected by global warming. What we are experiencing and 
will experience over the next several decades is being determined by greenhouse gas 
emissions that we have already produced. The average temperature for 2006 in the 
contiguous United States was the warmest ever recorded and January 2007 was the 
hottest month on record. Most experts agree that by 2100, winters in our area could be 
between 8° F and 12° F warmer, and summer temperatures could be 6° F to 14° F higher. 
There is evidence across the globe of an increase in extreme weather, including more 
intense hurricanes and longer droughts. The most recent analysis predicts a possible sea 
level rise of two to four and a half feet because of melting glaciers and ice caps. And if 
the ice sheets under Greenland and West Antarctica melt, global sea levels could swell to 
12 to 20 feet over the next century with catastrophic consequences. Some scientists 
predict that the equivalent of today’s 100-year flood will occur once every decade in New 
York City. Given these projections, what could the future be like for residents in our 
region? 
 
Impacts on Our Well-being 
New York City residents will be hit hardest by higher temperatures given the urban heat 
island effect--an increase in temperature caused by the absorption of sunlight by 
buildings and pavement by day and the radiation of heat at night. Heat-related death rates 
rise when temperatures exceed 90° F, which disproportionately affects our growing 
elderly population, children and people with respiratory problems. By the end of the 
century, our area could see between 40 and 70 days over 100°F every year, as compared 
to a historical average of 13 days over 90˚ each year. Higher temperatures can also cause 
increases in ozone (the main component of smog) and particle pollution from dust or 
fires, both of which can have serious effects on people’s respiratory systems. 
 
Milder winters will enable more deer and mice and thus more ticks that transmit Lyme 
disease to survive. Warmer and wetter conditions will also produce more mosquitoes 
which will likely mean an increase in mosquito-transmitted diseases like West Nile 
Virus, equine encephalitis and malaria. Rising levels of carbon dioxide (CO2), the main 
greenhouse gas, act like a fertilizer, and are being held responsible for more virulent 
strains of poison ivy, and hay fever- and asthma-producing pollens in our area.  
 



Heavy rainfall and ensuing floods could contaminate water supplies with water-borne 
diseases caused by rotovirus, salmonella, giardia and cryptosporidium.  
 
Societal Impacts 
Fires and Drought 
Higher temperatures will increase the number of droughts and fires in our suburbs and in 
New York City. In April 2006, the New York Times reported, “global warming is 
bringing drier weather and increasing winds to the Northeast...the smallest brush fire can 
become a city-devouring inferno.” Last spring, there were more than 90 brush fires in 
parts of New York City. 
 
By 2100, droughts which now last one to three months and occur every two to three 
years, could occur yearly.  
 
Water Supplies 
In hot weather, lakes and reservoir lose more water to evaporation and people consume 
more water, so higher temperatures will stress our water supplies. There will be more 
demand for air conditioning and water-based recreational opportunities such as 
swimming, boating and fishing. Water management officials may be forced to choose 
between releasing fresh water from the reservoirs into streams to maintain fish habitats, 
and reserving the water for drinking. 
 
Yearly droughts could have serious repercussions in the Catskills watershed from where 
New York City and parts of Westchester draw their drinking water. Drought and rising 
sea levels could also push saltwater from the ocean further up the Hudson River  
interfering with the Chelsea Pumping Station, an emergency water facility just south of 
Poughkeepsie that draws fresh water from the Hudson to supply drinking water to New 
York City during droughts. 
 
Flooding 
As little as 1/20 of an inch of rain can already overload New York City’s sewer lines and 
fourteen sewage treatment plants. When this happens, 27 billion gallons of sewage and 
contaminated storm water flow into the harbor at combined sewage overflow sites,  
discharging pathogens such as cryptosporidium and toxic substances such as 
polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), dioxin and mercury, into the river. Given our aging 
infrastructure, more extreme storms could also cause damage to or the complete loss of 
certain sewage facilities.  
 
Because New York City has 600 miles of coast line, much of lower Manhattan will be at 
risk for flooding by the end of the century. Most of New York City’s transportation 
infrastructure is at or below sea level, making tunnel and subway station entrances 
particularly vulnerable to flooding. The area’s airports are also located close to the sea 
and just above sea level. Rising seas and coastal flooding will also wreak havoc on New 
York area beaches and coastal communities.  
 



Economic and Lifestyle Impacts 
Summer drought and warmer autumns and drought are associated with muted fall foliage 
colors. Winters will be milder with a decrease in snow fall, but more precipitation in the 
form of rain. Many recreational activities will be forced to migrate north, such as fall 
foliage tourism and skiing. By 2100, summer is expected to arrive nine to 21 days earlier 
and last up to three weeks longer than it does today. To escape the heat, residents will 
likely flock to our area’s lakes, rivers, beaches and estuaries, putting added stress on 
these resources. 
 
By 2050, our area’s small farmers may benefit from a growing season two to four weeks 
longer than it is today with opportunities to grow new crops since higher levels of CO2 
act as a fertilizer. But heavy rains in spring could delay planting and increased drought 
and ozone levels may reduce crop yields. Invasive insects and weeds could also flourish 
with higher CO2 levels. Growers of apples, grapes and berries, which require extended 
winter chilling periods, will face difficulties, as will the dairy industry, which depends on 
cool temperatures because heat stress causes cows to produce less milk.  
 
Environmental Impacts 
Wetlands and Forests 
The wetlands of the Hudson River Estuary and New York Harbor help filter pollution 
from the water, protect the coastline from storm surges, and provide habitat for many 
species. Sea level rise could cause wetlands to migrate or disappear altogether which 
would change or destroy existing spawning habitats for fish and leave shoreline 
communities more vulnerable to flooding.  
 
Changes in temperature and precipitation will affect our forests, resulting in the migration 
of familiar tree species and new combinations of species in forests. Droughts will 
increase the risk of forest fires, different species combinations could leave forests more 
vulnerable to insects and invasive species, and changes in tree growth may affect the 
ability of trees to sequester or store carbon which helps remove CO2 from the 
atmosphere.  
 
The loss of wetland and forest areas, coupled with the extensive development and paving 
over of permeable surfaces in the Hudson Valley means that less water will be absorbed 
by the land and thus create more runoff and flooding.  During a storm, increased runoff—
including stormwater containing untreated sewage and fertilizer nutrients from lawns— 
could result in increased algal blooms in the Hudson River estuary. When bacteria feed 
on algal blooms, they use up the oxygen in the water as they reproduce, creating a dead 
zone devoid of oxygen where little marine life can survive.   
 
Ecosystems Disrupted 
Normally as snow melts gradually in spring, the meltwater replenishes groundwater and 
produces high spring stream flow which helps keep stream flow high through summer 
months. Warmer winters and earlier springs, however, will trigger earlier snow melt and 
more precipitation which could saturate the ground and lead to more runoff. This would 
inhibit groundwater replenishment which could result in reduced stream flows in summer 



and fall. During summer months, higher temperatures, increased evaporation and 
drought, and more water consumption by humans would also reduce stream flows. Less 
water could affect aquatic plants and animal species that are sensitive to stream flow such 
as the trout that spawn in Esopus Creek, the renowned Catskills trout stream. 
 
The loss of habitat and the introduction of invasive species could change predator-prey 
relationships and patterns of dominance and survival, perhaps resulting in some instances 
of increased local biodiversity, but more likely resulting in an overall loss of biodiversity 
and the extinction of many species.  A study published in Nature in 2004 predicted that 
15 to 37 percent of species worldwide will be extinct by 2050 due to climate change. 
 
While scientists can predict that certain changes will occur, no one really knows the 
gestalt these changes will create or how it will affect our lives. Over millions of years, the 
life cycles of plants and animals of every region have been precisely calibrated and 
synchronized to work together as parts of highly sophisticated ecological systems. 
Disrupting these interdependent relationships among plants and animals will no doubt 
have profound and unforeseeable effects on our environment and on human life.  
 
What Can We Do? 
The decisions we make today will determine the quality of life on our planet from mid-
century on. The United States accounts for only 5 percent of the world’s population, yet 
is responsible for 25 percent of the world’s greenhouse gas emissions.  The Northeast is 
the seventh largest source of CO2 emissions from energy use in the world. The 2007 
Northeast Climate Impacts Assessment, a collaboration between the Union for Concerned 
Scientists and other independent experts, stressed that we need to reduce our emissions in 
the Northeast to 80 percent below 2000 levels by 2050 if we hope to avoid the less severe 
consequences of global warming.  
 
There are many things each of us can do as individuals to reduce our carbon footprint. 
But our best hope for averting the disastrous effects of global warming is to put pressure 
on our policy makers and elected officials to institute energy policies that will spur a 
transformation of our economy from one powered by fossil fuels and other un-sustainable 
energy sources to one driven by renewable clean energy.  
 
We must push our leaders to adopt a carbon tax, which would curb wasteful fossil fuel 
consumption by establishing prices for dirty fuels that fully reflect the costs they impose 
on society. Congress should direct the auto industry to reduce its greenhouse gas 
emissions (California requires a 30 percent reduction by 2016 ) and institute CAFE 
(corporate average fuel economy) standards of at least 50 mpg by 2020. Government 
should provide tax incentives to encourage businesses to install energy-efficient systems, 
and support intensive research, development and implementation of renewable energy 
sources. Tax incentives and subsidies for the oil, gas, coal and nuclear industries should 
be abolished. Mayor Bloomberg’s PlaNYC, a plan to make New York City sustainable; 
Westchester County’s Global Warming Task Force that promotes recycling and green 
construction; and Governor Spitzer’s 15 by 15 Plan to cut energy use 15 percent by 2015, 
are initiatives moving in the right direction. 



 
When we New Yorkers experience asthma attacks, blackouts, or extreme heat, and see 
news reports about fires, hurricanes and floods across the United States, we must make 
the connection between these phenomena and the way we live our every day lives. Which 
cars do we choose to drive?  How cool do we keep our homes?  Are we putting enough 
pressure on our leaders to bring about far-reaching energy policies to reduce global 
warming?  No one can afford to sit on the sidelines anymore. Not if we hope to preserve 
our way of life for our children and grandchildren. Not if we want to maintain our role as 
a leader among nations. Not if we care about the sanctity of life—all life—on this fragile 
planet. We have the resources and policy prescriptions at our disposal.  We just need to 
take action. 
 
  
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
 
 
NOTE TO READER 
Note to readers: This article reflects an amalgam of findings from a collection of recent studies on climate 
change (listed below). We generally offer a range of scenarios which reflects both the difficulty of 
predicting consequences precisely, as well as the fact that the ultimate impact of climate change depends on 
what we do in the next decade or two to slow greenhouse gas emissions. In some instances, we highlight 
the more dire scenarios to help drive home the urgency of the problem.  Experts agree that the actual effects 
of climate change could turn out to be worse or less severe than what is forecast here. The “precautionary 
principle” suggests that we should assume the worst and act decisively and aggressively to address the 
problem. 
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