
Illinois’s climate is changing. Most of the state has 
warmed by about one degree (F) in the last century. 
Floods are becoming more frequent, and ice cover on 
the Great Lakes is forming later or melting sooner. In the 
coming decades, the state will have more extremely hot 
days, which may harm public health in urban areas and 
corn harvests in rural areas.

�0�V�S���Dlimate is changing because the earth is warming. 
People have increased the amount of carbon dioxide 
in the air by 40 percent since the late 1700s. Other 
heat-trapping greenhouse gases are also increasing. 
These gases have warmed the surface and lower 
atmosphere of our planet about one degree during the 
last 50 years. Evaporation increases as the atmosphere 
warms, which increases humidity, average rainfall, and 
the frequency of heavy rainstorms in many places—but 
contributes to drought in others. 

Greenhouse gases are also changing the world’s oceans 
and ice cover. Carbon dioxide reacts with water to form 
carbonic acid, so the oceans are becoming more acidic. 
The surface of the ocean has also warmed about one 
degree during the last 80 years. Although warmer tem-
peratures cause sea level to rise, the impact on water 
levels in the Great Lakes is not yet known. Warmer air 
also melts ice and snow earlier in spring.
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 What Climate Change 
Means for

   Illinois
Heavy Precipitation and Flooding

Changing climate is likely to increase the frequency of �oods in Illinois. 
Over the last half century, average annual precipitation in most of the 
Midwest has increased by 5 to 10 percent. But rainfall during the four 
wettest days of the year has increased about 35 percent, and the 
amount of water �owing in most streams during the worst �ood of the 
year has increased by more than 20 percent. During the next century, 
�T�Q�S�J�O�H��rainfall and average precipitation are likely to increase, and 
severe rainstorms are likely to intensify. Each of these factors will 
tend to further increase the risk of flooding.

Illinois, Ohio, and Mississippi Rivers

Flooding occasionally threatens both navigation and riverfront 
communities, and greater river �ows could increase these threats. 
In 2011, a combination of heavy rainfall and melting snow caused 
a �ood that closed the Ohio and Mississippi rivers to navigation and 
prompted evacuation of Cairo due to concerns that its �ood protection 
levees might fail. To protect Cairo, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
opened the Birds Point-New Madrid Floodway, which lowered the 
Mississippi River by �ooding more than 100,000 acres of farmland in 
Missouri. The �ood caused $360 million of damage to infrastructure, 
property, and agricultural yields upstream.  

The Mississippi River �ooding at the Quincy Lock and Dam 21 in Quincy in 
June 2008. The lock is submerged in the foreground and the dam is visible 
to the left. Credit: USGS, Advanced Hydrological Prediction Service. 
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