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Pay Now, Pay Later: New York
Pay Later: The Cost of
Inaction

The increased frequency of hurricanes, Nor’easters and other extreme events exposes New
York’s coastal areas1 to hundreds of billions—if not trillions2 —of dollars in losses.
Climate change-sensitive industries conservatively account for 290,000 jobs and $77 billion
in profits annually in New York. 3

Overly reliant on inefficient coal- and
oil-burning power plants,8 New York
emits more greenhouse gases than
all of Mexico and Central America
combined.9 Even New York City,
whose residents generate less than onethird of the greenhouse emissions per
capita than the average American,10
still produces roughly one out of every
400 tons of greenhouse gases produced
globally.11 Climate change severely
threatens New Yorvk’s coasts, its workforce, and its quality of life.

New York State is actively pursuing clean energy, which could supply over three-quarters of
the state’s electricity4 and support over 100,000 jobs.5
According to a new study, a failure to mitigate the effects of climate change could begin
to cause serious gross domestic product and job losses within the next several decades.
Between 2010 and 2050, it could cost New York $122.9 billion in GDP and over 560,000 jobs.*

*GDP numbers are based on a 0% discount rate. Job losses are measured in labor years, or entire years
of fulltime employment. Backus, George et al., “Assessing the Near-Term Risk of Climate Uncertainty:
Interdependencies among the U.S. States,” Sandia Report (Sandia National Laboratories, May 2010),
141. https://cfwebprod.sandia.gov/cfdocs/CCIM/docs/Climate_Risk_Assessment.pdf (accessed
March 23, 2011).
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dmittedly, the effects of climate
change, a complex and intricate phenomenon, are difficult
to predict with precision. Informed
scientific and economic projections, as
we have used in our research, however,
allow us to see that New York faces
significant losses in industries crucial
to its economy if no action is taken.
Moreover, data shows New York is
poised to benefit from the research,
development, and distribution of
renewable energy technologies. New
York has the potential to generate over
80% of its electricity from renewable sources,6 and a clean energy
push could generate nearly 110,000
jobs statewide.7 With its vast clean
energy potential, the energy efficiency
of its leading city, and an ambitious
set of policy goals, New York stands
poised to make substantial progress in
tackling climate change over the next
two decades. Should we fail to take

action against climate change, New
Yorkers have much to lose.
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Coasting towards Trouble
With coasts along the Atlantic Ocean
and Great Lakes—as well as major
waterways including the Hudson River
and St. Lawrence Seaway—New York
boasts over 3,900 miles of coastline
subject to the federal Coastal Zone
Management Act, more than all but
one state.12 Climate change-induced
flooding poses huge risks to these
coastal regions, home to 87% of
New York’s residents13 and between
$1.9 trillion14 and $2.5 trillion15 of
insured property. By the 2020s, a
consensus of climate models project
annual precipitation to increase by
to 5%, and sea levels to rise by 2-5
inches—or roughly twice that under
a rapid ice-melt scenario.16 “As sea
levels rise,” one study notes, “coastal
flooding associated with storms
will very likely increase in intensity,
frequency, and duration.”17
Current 10-year floods19 are predicted
to occur as often as every 6.5 years by
the 2020s, while what currently are
once-in-a-century floods are predicted
to hit the New York City metropolitan
region as often as every 43 years.20
Such floods would peak at about 9
feet21 in a region which houses the

largest U.S. public transit system and
three major airports (to say nothing of
residential properties) less than 10 feet
above sea level.22 Assuming a current
10-year flood triggered claims on
just 1% of insured coastal properties
(about $22 billion) then the increase
in frequency during the period from
2020 to 2040 (three rather than two
floods) could be expected to cost
an extra $550 million per year ($22
billion over 20 years).23

Current 10-year floods are predicted
to occur as often as every 6.5 years
by the 2020s, while what currently
are once-in-a-century floods are
predicted to hit the New York City
metropolitan region as often as
every 43 years. Such floods would
peak at about 9 feet in a region

hood of such extreme weather events,
not from a gradual change in average
conditions.”24 Unlike annualized risk
estimates, however, extreme events
tend to be unpredictable—relatively
unlikely to occur in any given year,
but potentially catastrophic when
they do occur. The major extreme
events threatening the New York City
metropolitan region are Nor’easters,
and less frequent but potentially more
damaging hurricanes.25 The United
States Army Corps of Engineers
estimates that a Category 3 hurricane
would flood nearly a third of lower
Manhattan,26 for example, and the
total storm damages to the New York
metropolitan region would likely cost
$200 billion or more27—an amount
equivalent to about $1,750 for every
household in the United States.28
In fact, one paper argues that most
models underestimate by up to 50%
the probability of a hurricane causing
$100-500 billion in damage by 2030,
and predicts that hurricanes will cause
$100-130 billion of damage each year
in the New York City metropolitan
area by 2030.29 This is not to say that
the city will experience hurricanes
every year, but rather that when they
do occur, they have the potential to
cause hundreds of billions (perhaps
trillions) of dollars in damage.30
The higher sea levels, greater precipitation, and warmer temperatures
presented by climate change will only
increase the risk of extreme events—
not just hurricanes, but also heat
waves, droughts, and high-precipitation events.

which houses the largest U.S. public
transit system.

Industries under Siege

In New York as elsewhere, “[t]he very
harmful risks of damage from climate
change arise from an increasing likeli-

New York City’s securities industry—
concentrated around Wall Street in
lower Manhattan—employs some
160,000 people and contributes
over $62 billion to the economy
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in salaries alone.31 Since lower
Manhattan would be among the
first parts of New York City to flood,
climate change puts Wall Street at
risk, both literally and figuratively.32
Yet the financial industry is not the
only one likely to suffer.

contribute over $77 billion annually to
New York’s economy.41 In the Adirondacks region, an estimated 4-14% of
the workforce is employed by climatesensitive industries.42

Shorter, warmer, and slushier winters
threaten winter favorites like skiing
and snowmobiling, which contribute
approximately $4 billion and 10,000
jobs to New York’s economy.33 As in
the rest of the Northeast, between 1970
and 2000 the average winter temperature in New York State increased by
4°F.34

I Love NY (but not quite as much
as before)

Hunting, angling, and wildlife viewing
opportunities will decline as wetlands
disappear; Adirondack spruce, fir, and
hemlock forests shrink; and coastal
waters warm.35 Iconic species like
Long Island lobsters and Adirondack
snowshoe hares will likely all but disappear by the end of the century, and
the jobs of nearly 70,000 New Yorkers
who work in industries vulnerable
to these changes—such as hunting,
fishing, wood and paper products, and
wildlife-related tourism—are also at
stake.36 These industries contribute
over $3.2 billion annually to the state’s
economy.37
New York’s nearly 36,000 farms
contributed roughly $3.6 billion to
the state’s economy in 2005, but have
traditionally focused on cool-weather
specialties like apples and dairy.38
Higher temperatures, encroaching
weeds, agricultural pests, and changing
precipitation patterns threaten their
livelihood. Nor are these changes
helpful for destinations like the
Hudson Valley, whose tourism industry
contributes another $4.5 billion
annually.39
Together, these vulnerable industries
employ over 290,00040 people and

While the bustle of New York City
has long attracted visitors, New York
State has no shortage of other tourist
destinations, from Long Island’s
sandy shores to the Adirondack High
Peaks, and from the Great Lakes
to the Catskills. In fact, 8% of the
entire United States population
lives within a one-hour drive of the
Hudson River.43 Climate change jeopardizes the diverse features that make
New York so inviting.

Iconic species like Long Island
lobsters and Adirondack
snowshoe hares will likely all
but disappear by the end of the
century, and the jobs of nearly
70,000 New Yorkers who work
in industries vulnerable to these
changes—such as hunting,
fishing, wood and paper products,
and wildlife-related tourism—are
also at stake.

New York’s sandy coasts are retreating,
despite spending over $500 million on
sand replenishment since the 1920s—a
greater investment than in any other
state.44 The increasing need for these
expensive replenishment efforts
may well allow only the wealthiest

communities to keep their beaches
as others erode away.45 Even as rising
temperatures in the Great Lakes
region increase the thirst for water
and contribute to more forest fires,
the main sources of water—the lakes
themselves—will likely drop in level.46
Rising winter temperatures mean
that many North Country attractions
such as snowmobiling, skiing, and
snowshoeing will likely face a much
shorter, wetter season.47
In New York City, heat-related deaths
are projected to reach 850 annually
by 2020.48 Its water supply also faces
significant threats. “First flush”
storms—heavy precipitation events
following periods of drought—could
cause turbidity in the city’s main water
supply.49 The New York City Department of Environmental Protection
estimates that building a filtration
plant to reduce the level of sediment
present would cost $5-10 billion, with
an additional $300-500 million per
year for maintenance.50 At the same
time, the intrusion of salt water up the
Hudson River (as the sea level rises and
the river level falls) will probably reach
Chelsea Pump Station—an emergency
source of water during droughts—
likely needed at the very time salt water
reaches it.51

Pay Later: The Benefits
of Taking Action
As dire as New York’s future seems
from climate change, the state has a
tremendous capacity for initiatives
that will help offset these negative
effects and produce positive results.
New Yorkers already consume just
half the electricity of the average
American,52 and the state has the
potential to generate 84% of its
electricity from renewable sources.53
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Even now, it is the largest producer of wind energy in the Northeast,54 and generates
the most hydroelectric power of any state east of the Rocky Mountains—nearly 12%
of the national total.55 Many New York farms capture methane to power on-site operations,56 while in New York City, the New York Power Authority has installed 32 fuel
cells to generate electricity from wastewater treatment-generated methane.57
In addition to sheer physical potential, New York has demonstrated the political will
to take action, setting ambitious goals over the coming decade. The New York Public
Service Commission has required that renewables comprise at least 24% of the state’s
energy portfolio by 2013.58 New York has also implemented California’s tailpipe emissions standards, requiring tailpipe emissions to decrease about 30% below 2002 levels
by 2016. By 2017, New York City’s government plans to reduce its carbon emissions
by 30% below 2006 levels.59 By 2019, New York plans to reduce emissions by 10%
below 2009 levels in accordance with the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative, the
county’s first compulsory cap-and-trade regime for carbon dioxide, which New York
founded in 2005 with six other Northeastern states.60
A major investment in clean energy could create an estimated 109,000 jobs in
New York State.61

Conclusion
New York must consider action on climate change not just in terms of cost, but also in terms of opportunities. If we give
New York’s population, businesses, and investors clear and consistent signals by properly offering initiatives and cultivating
demand, investment and innovation in renewable technologies will follow.
New Yorkers will have to pay for the effects of climate change. The only remaining question is whether they will pay
now, or pay later and run the risk of paying significantly more.
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