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Pay Now, Pay Later: Kansas
Climate change threatens to exact increasing, persistent costs on many aspects of Kansas’
economy.1
The quality and quantity of Kansas’ water supply are likely to suffer from climate change, as
is the health of many residents.2
Kansas has already begun to benefit from clean energy jobs, and has the potential to
generate renewable electricity far in excess of its needs. 3
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 Kansans $6.3 billion in GDP and over 43,000 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 Kansas faces significant losses in industries crucial to its
economy if no action is taken.
Moreover, data shows Kansas is poised
to benefit from the research, development, and distribution of renewable
energy technologies. Jobs in Kansas’
clean energy economy grew by 51%
from 1998-2007, compared with a decline in overall employment.4 And that
is only scratching the surface: Kansas
has the capacity to produce 33 times
its electrical needs through renewable sources5—creating new jobs and
improving residents’ health. Should
we fail to take action against climate
change, Kansans have much to lose.

Climate Change: A Real Drag
Although it may never experience an
event like Hurricane Katrina, Kansas
will face hundreds of millions of
dollars in annual losses to various
industries and sectors over the next
several decades. While no single loss
will be crippling, together they would
create tremendous unwanted friction
in Kansas’ economic engine.
Kansas has the capacity to produce
33 times its electrical needs through
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No state is more central to the nation
than Kansas, the geographic center
of the contiguous United States,6
“America’s Bread Basket,” and a lot of
the “heart” in the Heartland. Just as
the country of which it is emblematic, Kansas will experience the effects
of climate change over the coming
decades. Unlike the infrequent but
potentially catastrophic risks that some
coastal states face, such as hurricanes
or coastal flooding, Kansas is likely to
experience a relentless accumulation of
smaller effects that may have a significant cumulative effect on the state’s
economy and water supply, as well as
the personal health of Kansans.
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Agriculture, hunting, fishing, and
wildlife viewing contribute over $15
billion to Kansas’ economy, and are
particularly vulnerable to climate
change.7 Invasive species now cost
Kansas about $870 million per year
in crop losses. By 2017, a mere 1%
increase in damage caused by invasive species each year could cost the
state an additional $58 million and
400 jobs in other economic sectors.8
With a possible 9°F increase in temperature and 1% decrease in precipitation, western Kansas could see $290

million in crop losses by 2035, with
a rippling effect costing an additional
$169 million and 1,400 jobs elsewhere
in the economy.9 The hunting, fishing, and wildlife viewing industries
generate $643 million annually; a
mere 1% drop in activity could cost
the state over $250 million in missed
revenue by 2050.10
Flooding now costs Kansas about
$33 million in damages each year. By
2032, increased destructive flooding
could cost the state nearly $150 million and 700 jobs per year.11 Tornadoes currently cost Kansas about $120
million per year,12 and hail an additional $46 million.13 If climate change
increases that damage by just 1%, the
increase could cumulatively cost the
state an extra $66 million by 2050.14

Kansas GSP
Projected to be
Directly Affected
$15 billion,
12.3% of GSP

Sources: U.S. Energy Information Administration;
National Wildlife Federation, Global Warming and
Kansas15

Sinking Fortunes
Falling water supplies will threaten
every aspect of life in Kansas, from
agriculture to industry to residential
life.16 All parts of Kansas are expected
to see an average temperature increase
of at least 2-4°F, and possibly double
the high end of the range in southwestern Kansas. Precipitation is a

Cost of Extreme Weather in Kansas

Annual Average Cost of Flooding
Tornado Damages, May 3-7, 1999
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different story: dry western Kansas will
only get drier,17 while wetter eastern
Kansas will likely see up to 11 extra
inches of precipitation by 2100.18 The
extra heat will possibly offset the extra
precipitation, however, and cause an
overall drying effect even in eastern
Kansas.19 When it does come, precipitation is likely to be more intense,20
and probably less welcome. In the
west, it will cause flash flooding where
the soil is, paradoxically, too dry to absorb water.21 In the wetter east—home
to most of the people and livestock22—
it is likely to contaminate water supplies, making purification more expensive.23 Irrigation will become more of
a priority in the irrigation-heavy west,
which relies on deep aquifers, and in
the east, which relies more on surface
water and groundwater.24
The demand for water is predicted
to increase by as much as 12.3%
across the United States by 2050,26
but Kansas would likely strain to meet
such a level of increased demand.
Warmer winters will reduce the spring
runoffs that feed surface water and
groundwater in the east.27 The west is
even worse off. Like many other areas
in the grain-producing central states,
it relies on the Ogallala Aquifer, a

relic of the last ice age which has a
rapidly dropping level and may be
prohibitively expensive to pump
from by 2020.28 What that will mean
for western Kansas is unclear, but it is
worth noting that rising temperatures
and drying soils helped fuel the Dust
Bowl that devastated Kansas and other
states in the 1930s.29
Kansas burns coal to provide approximately three-quarters of its electricity
needs.30 Air pollution and rising temperatures contribute to ground level
ozone, which exacerbates asthma and
other respiratory diseases.31 Asthma
alone cost Kansas over $220 million in 2004.32 Unfortunately, rising
temperatures and a dependence on
coal creates a vicious circle: as temperatures rise and air quality suffers, air
conditioner use increases, and coalpowered plants work overtime to supply electricity, increasing the amount
of heat-trapping gases and ground
level ozone,33 continually escalating the
problems.
Nor is ground-level ozone the only
health risk. By 2060, a Kansas winter will mostly stay above freezing.34
With long periods of heat and few
hard freezes, pest-borne diseases might
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thrive. Increased precipitation, in turn, may encourage a boom of rodents, possibly spreading such diseases as leptospirosis,
hantavirus, and plague.35 Water quality will likely suffer as a result of more frequent flooding36 even as the frequency of heat
waves increases.37 As with the projected cumulative economic effects, the projected cumulative health effects suggest Kansans
may be a much less hospitable in the future.

Pay Now: The Benefits of Taking Action
In spite of its current heavy reliance on coal, Kansas is among the states best positioned to take advantage of a transition to clean energy.38 Kansas ranks 3rd in the
country for potential wind energy, and boasts enormous solar39 and biomass40
potential. In fact, the state has the enviable potential to produce 33 times its
electrical needs through renewable sources.41 The work has only just begun, but is
quickly gaining steam. While jobs declined 0.3% overall in the state from 19982007, clean energy jobs exploded by 51%.42
Policy and infrastructure changes may accelerate the pace of positive development.
In May 2009, Kansas passed a comprehensive energy bill requiring non-municipal
utilities to generate 10% of their electricity from renewable sources by 2011,
stepping up to 15% by 2016, and then to 20% by 2020.43 Construction of a new
“clean” coal plant was a compromise necessary to pass the legislation, but plant
development comes with a sweetener: construction of new transmission infrastructure that will prove critical to the large-scale exploitation of wind power.44 It’s a
testament to the can-do prairie spirit that promises a more sustainable Kansas in the
future.

Conclusion
Kansas must consider action on climate change not just in terms of cost, but also in terms of opportunities. If we give Kansas’ population, businesses, and investors clear and consistent signals by properly offering initiatives and cultivating demand,
investment and innovation in renewable technologies will follow.
Kansans 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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