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Temperature Trends:

California is one of the most ecologically and
climate-diverse regions in the world, containing
mountains, deserts, and even rainforests. The state
has more than 800 miles of coastline along the
Pacific Ocean, which greatly influences weather
patterns. In the south, the state is dominated by
deserts where temperatures regularly exceed 100°F,
with much of the region getting little rainfall.
Coastal regions see what Koppen classification calls
a Mediterranean climate, with most rainfall in the
winter months and temperatures remaining moderate
year-round.! In the northern parts of the state, there
is more humidity and rainfall, enough that redwood
forests in coastal California are classified as
temperate rainforests.

The average temperature in California has risen
approximately 3°F since 1900.2 However, the
number of “extremely hot” days, or days where
maximum temperatures are 100°F or above, are
comparable to the 1930s. The slight increase in
average temperature is almost entirely driven by
warmer nighttime temperatures, particularly fewer
very cold nights.?

Part of the nighttime warming is due to the Urban
Heat Island (UHI) effect, which is driven by

the growth of urban sprawl, especially land use
changes and increasing hard surfaces like asphalt
and concrete.* California saw its population climb
from 1.4 million residents in 1900 to nearly 40
million in 2025. Los Angeles has grown from

163,700 sq mi

$95,500 (household)

KEY TAKEAWAYS

» Climate extremes, like severe daytime highs
and heavy rainfall, have not increased since
1900.

+ The number of extremely hot days per year is
comparable to the 1930s, average warming
has been driven by the urban heat island
effect producing warmer nights.

* There has been no long-term trend in
average precipitation since 1900, major
droughts are within historical norms.

e There has been no increase in wildfire
number or size in recent decades.

* Major crops like almonds, strawberries, and
grapes are not experiencing negative impacts
from climate change.

a population of around 100,000 in 1900 to 3.89
million today, and San Francisco’s population has
doubled during that period. Cities like Los Angeles
and San Francisco have seen more temperature rise
than rural areas, which points towards UHI as a
major driver of local warming due to the increase
in population.®

The Heartland Institute 1
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Figure 1: California Palmer Drought Severity Index
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Figure 1: Palmer Drought Severity Index series for California. Source: Kunkel, K. E., R. Frankson, J. Runkle, S. M. Champion, L. E.
Stevens, D. R. Easterling, B. C. Stewart, A. McCarrick, and C. R. Lemery, eds. California State Climate Summary 2022. NOAA Technical
Report NESDIS 150-CA. Silver Spring, MD: NOAA/NESDIS, 2022. https://statesummaries.ncics.org/chapter/ca/.

Precipitation:

There has been little overall change in the average
yearly precipitation in California since 1900. There
has been a slight decline in very recent decades, but
no long-term pattern overall, and no increase in what
would be considered “extreme” precipitation events.®

Drought is a major and recurring hazard for
California, especially in the southern part of the
state, exacerbated by increased water use for
agriculture in the desert and population growth.
Recent dry periods are within the historical norms.’

State-Specific Issues:
Wildfires

Wildfire has always been a serious risk across
California, and is a natural part of the landscape,
especially during dry seasons. Data from the
National Interagency Coordination Center show that,
outside of a particularly bad fire season in 2020,
wildfire counts and burned acreage have been stable
over the period of record.®

Going back further, research published in the
journal Forest Ecology and Management reported
that prior to European colonization in the 1800s,
more than 4.4 million acres of California forest

and shrub-land burned annually.® And those huge
wildfires came when the earth was cooler than today.

Sea Level Rise

California has 16 sea-level monitoring sites along its
coastline, the most of any single state. Relative sea
level trends vary from a rise of 5.08 mm (0.2 in) per
year at the North Spit monitoring station, to falling
levels of -0.76 mm (-0.03 in) per year at the Crescent
City station.™

The sea level fall in Crescent City is due primarily
to tectonic uplift. In contrast, the nearby Humboldt
Bay, which contains the North Spit station, is sinking
also because of tectonics, but tectonic subsidence
rather than uplift. This increases the rate of relative
sea level rise tremendously.**

California’s entire coastline is tectonically active, which
impacts relative sea level rise regardless of climate change.

2 ClimateAtAGlance.org
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Figure 2: California Wildfires, 2001-2025
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Figure 2: Wildfires in California from 2001 — 2025. Data from the National Interagency Coordination Center.
Figure 3: California Almonds, Utilized, Shelled Production and Yield
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Figure 3: Production and yield data from USDA NASS Quickstats.
Agriculture: Grapes are also important to California, famously

for both wine and foods like fresh grapes and raisins.
Since 1998, grape production has decreased, driven
largely by crashing prices and a significant decline in
demand for wine.™ **

California’s agricultural sector is dominated by
almonds, which California exclusively produces in
industrial quantities in the United States, as well as
grapes and strawberries.

Strawberry production has risen 104 percent since
1998, and yields improved by approximately 9
percent during the same period.*

The amount of land devoted to almonds rapidly grew
throughout the 2000s, and production trends reflect
that, increasing 633 percent since 1995, with yields
increasing 122 percent over that same period.*?

The Heartland Institute 3
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Conclusion:

California is not suffering dangerously from climate
change. Warmer temperatures are largely due to
increased urban development. Recent droughts
trends are within their historical range. And there
has been no notable increase in wildfires in recent
decades. Major crops like almonds are doing very
well, despite their high-water demand.

4 ClimateAtAGlance.org
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