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Climate Change and the National Parks

Along the Rocky Mountains, American 
pikas are in danger of regional extinc-
tion as temperatures rise.

    The Department of the Interior 
and National Park Service policy 
states that climate change is real, is 
happening now, and is a challenge to 
our conservation and stewardship 
mission.  Already, the impacts of a 
changing climate are threatening park 
resources across the country, and 
the problem is almost certain to get 

worse1.
     Because scientifi c evidence tells 
us that greenhouse gas emissions 
from humans are the primary cause 
of recent global climate change2, the 
NPS has made scientifi c knowledge, 
sustainability, adaptation, and climate 
education the pillars of its Climate 
Change Response Strategy3.  

“The Department of the Interior ... is responsible for helping protect the 
nation from the impacts of climate change” -Ken Salazar, Sept. 14, 2009
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• Visit the Center for Urban Ecol-
ogy climate change web site at                     
www.nps.gov/cue/climate.

• Attend workshops by Earth to Sky, 
a NPS and NASA partnership.           
www.earthtosky.org

• Learn the basic science behind climate 
change by visiting www.epa.gov/cli-
matechange/basicinfo.html.

• Go more in depth with the United 
States Global Change Research Pro-
gram at www.globalchange.gov.
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Climate change complicates the man-
agement of NCR parks which are 
stressed by urbanization.

• We know with virtual certainty 
that global temperatures are 
rising2, but not evenly.  Rates of 
change vary around the world2.   
Because of this, and because of 
local factors like elevation, it is 
hard to make predictions for a 
specifi c park or region.

• There is a diff erence between 
weather and climate.  No single 
weather event, such as a snow-
storm or a heat wave, can be 
linked to climate change.  Instead, 
climate is the average of weather 
conditions over a long period of 
time, including seasonal cycles 
and extreme events.

• In the Eastern United States, 
scientists anticipate more fre-
quent heat waves as the climate 
changes.  Sea level rise is likely to 
cause severe fl ooding.  It’s also 

likely that the climate will become 
unsuitable for some agricultural 
crops4.

• Diff erent amounts of temperature 
change are expected, depending on 
the amount of global greenhouse 
gas emissions in the coming years4.

• In the National Capital Region, 
climate change impacts add a layer 
of complexity to the management 
and conservation of cultural and 
natural resources already stressed 
by increased urbanization and hu-
man demands on resources.

• The NPS is responding to climate 
change by reducing its carbon 
emissions, applying the best avail-
able science to resource manage-
ment, planning for possible climate 
scenarios, and educating staff  and 
visitors about climate change in 
national parks3.

Interpreting Climate Change in the NCR


