
FACTSFLORIDA
A M E R I C A N  S E C U R I T Y  P R O J E C T

Pay Now, Pay Later: Florida

Admittedly, the effects of climate 
change, a complex and intri-
cate 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 Florida faces signif-
icant losses in industries crucial to its 
economy if no action is taken. 

Moreover, data shows Floridians are in 
a position to benefit from the research, 
development, and use of renewable 
energy technologies. With the ability 
to produce 3,500-5,500 watt-hours per 
square meter, allocating one square 
mile in Florida for solar power genera-
tion can satisfy the energy needs of 
1,200 homes in Florida annually.3 
Furthermore, by improving energy 
efficiency—and the Department of 
Energy has named over 4,400 possi-
bilities—small- and medium-sized 
Floridian companies could grow their 

Inaction on climate change will cause annual losses to Florida’s industries throughout the 
next century. As early as 2025, Florida will likely see economic losses of at least $27 billion 
each year—over $3,100 per household.1

Real estate losses are projected to cost Floridians $11 billion in 2025; yearly costs to this 
market may more than double by 2050 to $23 billion.

Annual losses to the tourism industry will reach $9 billion in 2025. Losses will increase more 
than four-fold just 25 years later, reaching $88 billion in 2050.2

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 Floridians $146.3 billion in GDP and over 1.2 million 
jobs.*

net income; fewer than 50% of the 
identified changes have been made.4  
Should we fail to take action, Florida 
has much to lose. 

Pay Later: The Cost of 
Inaction
As of 2050, Florida is projected 
to see annual losses of $92 billon 
a result of hurricane damage, real 
estate loss, decreases in tourism, and 
increases in electricity consumption.5 
Without accounting for the costs to 
other important industries, losses in 
these four sectors are likely to cost 
each household just shy of $10,600 
annually.6 The costs incurred as a 
result of hurricanes Gustav and Ivan, 
which devastated the panhandle, will 
appear negligible compared to what 
the state could end up paying if Florid-
ians continue business as usual.

Sources: Elizabeth Stanton and Frank Ackerman; Federal Emergency Management Agency7

*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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Coastal Areas in Jeopardy

Residential property damage from sea 
level rise is expected to total $56 bil-
lion by 2100. But losses are projected 
to reach $11 billion as soon as 2025 
and $23 billion by 2050.8 Compared 
to other states, Florida faces the great-
est threat from rising sea levels. The 
warming, rising waters of the Atlantic 
place much of the infrastructure along 
Florida’s 1,300 miles of coastline in 
jeopardy.9 

Real estate is Florida’s largest in-
dustry.  It is home to more coastal, 
seasonal housing than any other state. 
The state’s 506,000 vacation homes 
amount to more than double the num-
ber located in Michigan, the second 
most popular coastal destination.10 As 
of 2008, 57% of Florida’s population, 
almost 10.5 million people, resided 
in the coastal counties.11 Residential 
properties in the at-risk area are valued 
at $130 billion; this area is also home 
to 334 public schools, 68 hospitals, 
and 74 airports, not to mention other 
businesses and critical infrastructure.12 
One study predicts that sea levels in 
the Florida Keys will increase by 7 
inches by 2100 reducing property 
values by $11 billion in this region 
alone.13 

A report prepared by the Natural Re-
sources Defense Council (NRDC) pre-
dicts that water levels will reach 8.9 
inches—possibly even 13.8—above 
2000 levels by 2025. By 2050, Florid-
ians can expect sea levels from 17.7-
27.6 inches above the 2000 level.14 The 
NRDC report estimates that by 2060 
the sea levels around Florida will rise 
by 27 inches, leaving areas in what the 
authors label the “vulnerable zone”— 
like 20% of Volusia and over 16% of 
Miami-Dade counties—inundated 
with water.15

Adding to the real estate losses, tropi-
cal storms will intensify as sea levels 
rise and oceans warm. Hurricanes 
will cost $6 billion annually in 
2025, jumping to $25 billion by 
2050. Damages between 1990 and 
2006 averaged a fraction of these 
amounts—$3.7 billion annually.16 
Higher sea levels increase the damage 
done by storm surges because the surge 
builds on top of a higher water base.17   

The effects of rising sea levels and 
increasing, intensifying storms do not 
stop here. The strain will also be felt by 
Florida’s property and business owners. 
As risk increases, it will be harder for 
those affected to find affordable insur-
ance. Additionally, electricity costs will 
rise as heat waves increase in severity 
and frequency; this is especially true of 
Florida’s growing and increasingly old-
er population. Costing an additional 
$1 billion in 2025 and an additional 
$5 billion by mid-century, Florid-
ians will pay almost $43 billion in 
electricity costs in 2050.18 

Fewer Beachgoers and Tourists

If action is not taken to slow climate 
change, the tourism and recreation 
sectors will suffer significant losses.19 
Projections show an annual $9 bil-
lion loss by 2025, accelerating to as 
much as $40 billion in annual losses 
by 2050. This yearly cost to the state 
is expected to more than double by 
2075.20 

The tourism industry is Florida’s 
second largest source of income. Each 
year, over 84 million tourists visit and 
another 13 million residents travel 
within the state. In 2008, tourism 
and the recreation industry accounted 
for nearly 6% of Florida’s gross state 
product, or $42 billion, and employed 
over 10% of the labor force.21 But this 

income and these jobs are threatened. 
For example, the Everglades, the third 
largest national park in the contiguous 
48 states, which brings in $120 mil-
lion annually to the local economy,22 
is located in one of the most vulner-
able areas. The lowest lying lands are 
projected to be completely submerged 
by 2100, but the Everglades will 
lose land—and potentially much of 
its wildlife population—gradually 
throughout the century.23

If action is not taken to slow climate 

change, the tourism and recreation 

sectors will suffer significant losses. 

Projections show an annual $9 billion 

loss by 2025, accelerating to as much 

as $40 billion in annual losses by 

2050. 

Florida Oranges at Risk

Florida’s agriculture industry, which 
in 2005 employed 60% of orange 
grove workers in the United States, 
is also threatened.24 With its mild 
temperatures, Florida offers the perfect 
climate for crop cultivation through-
out the year. In 2009, Florida was 
responsible for about 20% of U.S. 
fresh tomato sales, amounting to $520 
million in revenue. The state is also 
the top sugarcane producer, produc-
ing nearly half of the country’s sales in 
2009.25 Water scarcity, the flooding of 
farmlands as sea levels rise, and severe 
storms place such profits in jeopardy. 
To the industry’s benefit, increased 
temperatures will lessen the likelihood 
of winter freezes, but crops (particu-
larly sugarcane and citrus) will require 
more irrigation with higher tempera-
tures, and water scarcity will make this 
increasingly difficult.26 This is especial-
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ly problematic considering Florida is already locked in disputes over water supply with 
Georgia and Alabama.27 By 2060, floods will claim 26,000 acres of farmland, 4,500 
acres of pastureland, and 7,000 acres of Florida’s renowned citrus crop.28 

Conservatively, 20% of Florida’s labor force—those in certain food and beverage 
industries, transportation sectors, real estate, leisure and hospitality—will be signifi-
cantly affected by climate change. 

Pay Now: The Benefits of Taking Action

Not only does Florida stand to lose major parts of its income if we fail to mitigate the 
effects of climate change, but it is also situated to benefit from the development of 
renewable sources of energy. This is particularly true of solar power. 

According to one solar panel company, Solar Direct, Florida—the Sunshine State—
has “virtually limitless access” to this natural resource and, therefore, a large mar-
ket for solar energy. Solar Direct provides Floridians with the opportunity to install 
solar panels on their homes. Savings on electricity range from 20-90% (depending 
on wattage and square footage installed) and the panels pay for themselves by the 10th 
year.30

Furthermore, energy independence is a less costly option than the alternative in the 
long term.31 This is particularly important for a state that ranks third in energy con-
sumption,32 and is made even more important considering the damage that intensi-
fied hurricanes will cause to the ports Florida depends on for fuel deliveries.33 

Preserving the orange groves yields additional benefits; citrus waste could produce 4 
million gallons of ethanol at one planned facility in Hendry County alone.34

The implementation of a national Renewable Electricity Standard (RES), including 
initiatives like tax exemptions and grant opportunities, according to a study con-
ducted by Navigant Consulting, would employ thousands of Floridians. For example, 
Florida’s jobs in the biomass industry35 would double their current level. Floridian 
jobs in the renewable electricity sector would number 2,500 by 2025 without such 
initiatives, but this number is projected to skyrocket with the implementation of 
a 25% national RES, which provides incentives for the development of renewable 
energy technologies, reaching 15,000 to 17,500 jobs in the same amount of time.36 

Conclusion

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

Floridians will have to pay for the effects of climate change. The only remaining question is whether Floridians will pay 

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis29
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now, or pay later and run the risk of paying significantly more.
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