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ABOUT CALIFORNIA 100
The California 100 Initiative envisions a future that is innovative, 
sustainable, and equitable for all. Our mission is to strengthen 
California’s ability to collectively solve problems and shape our 
long-term future over the next 100 years.

California 100 is organized around 15 policy domains and driven 
by interrelated stages of work: research, policy innovation and 
engagement with Californians. California 100’s work is guided by 
an expert and intergenerational Commission. Through various 
projects and activities, California 100 seeks to move California 
towards an aspirational vision—changing policies and practices, 
attitudes and mindsets, to inspire a more vibrant future.

This California 100 Toolkit was produced as part of California 100’s 
research and engagement streams of work, in partnership with 
The Institute for the Future. California 100 sponsored grants for 
data-driven and future-oriented research focused on 
understanding today and planning for tomorrow. This research, 
anchored in California 100’s 15 core policy domains, forms the 
foundation for the initiative’s subsequent work by considering 
how California has gotten to where it is and by exploring 
scenarios and policy alternatives for what California can become 
over the next 100 years.

The California 100 initiative is incubated through the University of 
California and Stanford.
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Henry E. Brady, Ph.D., Director of Research 
Lindsay Maple, M.P.P., Associate Director of Research
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Karthick Ramakrishnan, Ph.D., Executive Director

DISCLAIMER 
The contents of this toolkit reflect the views of the authors, who 
are responsible for the facts and the accuracy of the information 
presented herein. This document is disseminated under the 
sponsorship of the University of California in the interest of 
information exchange. The University of California assumes no 
liability for the contents or use thereof. Nor does the content 
necessarily reflect the official views or policies of the State of 
California. This toolkit does not constitute a standard, 
specification, or regulation.
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In the language of strategic foresight, a scenario is a 
story about a future that is possible and plausible. 
Scenarios are not single-point predictions of the 
future. They are logically integrated, internally 
consistent narratives about possible future states, 
based on a foundation of understanding the deep 
patterns and processes of change within a system, 
sector, or society. These stories are often told from 
the perspective of a future point in time, looking back 
to document the journey from the world of the 
present to one that might look quite different from 
the perspective of the next decade. 

Foresight practitioners, activists, and strategists use 
scenarios to help make future possibilities thinkable 
and relatable, immersing the reader in the particular 
details of a future world so that they can mentally 
situate themselves in what it would feel like to live 
there. Scenarios can be used to center a group 
conversation in a vivid and concrete picture of a

WHAT IS A FUTURE SCENARIO?
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future state so that stakeholders can pursue a shared 
vision for how to respond to that possibility, or 
mobilize action to avoid an undesirable outcome. For 
over fifty years, the Institute for the Future (IFTF) has 
leveraged and developed many processes for crafting 
alternative future scenarios with organizations, 
communities and governments, to help them more 
rigorously and imaginatively explore emerging risks 
and opportunities.

The scenarios presented here were developed by 
IFTF in partnership with the California 100 initiative, 
building off of 13 previously released reports that 
explore alternative scenarios of topics ranging from 
the future of housing to the future of art in California. 
The original issue papers and more information 
about this research are available at 
california100.org/research.
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Within this toolkit are three different sets of scenarios for the future 
of California, each exploring different time frames for the state:

TEN-YEAR MEGA SCENARIOS
What kind of a state does California want to be ten years from now? 
Should we double-down on strong government action, or pursue 
more permissive policies to support emergent innovations? These 
futures are explored in one-minute and three-minute versions, 
which offer varying levels of detail to help prime your thinking.

THIRTY-YEAR MEGA SCENARIOS
What role will California play in the world as we grapple with the 
consequences of climate change, global immigration, and new 
technologies? The second set of scenarios poses alternative 
possibilities for the geopolitical makeup of the world in the 2040s 
and 2050s, with different roles for California to lead or follow.

100-YEAR MEGA SCENARIO
The final scenario for California looks 100 years out and invites us to 
imagine how the state might evolve or transform for the next 
generation of Californians, based on the decisions we make today.

WORKING WITH THE MEGA SCENARIOS

HOW TO USE

As you read through the scenarios and 
consider their implications, ask yourself 
(or a group of fellow future enthusiasts) 
the following questions:

● Does this scenario present a 
future world I’d like to live in? 
Why or why not?

● Does this scenario present a 
future world that feels likely to 
transpire, or more implausible?

● In each scenario, what policies and 
decisions should we make today to 
bring about our ideal future for 
California?
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TEN-YEAR MEGA SCENARIOS 

This first set of ten-year scenarios 
explores alternative futures for California 
in a 10 year time frame. Using the popular 
2x2 scenario framework first developed 
by Royal Dutch Shell in the 1970s, each 
scenario is the product of two critical 
uncertainties facing the state in the 
next ten years.

The first axis of uncertainty asks whether 
California will transform politically in the 
next decade in response to emerging 
issues, or whether it will operate from a 
similar status quo as today. The second 
axis asks whether Californians will choose 
policies that are inclusive of the entire 
state’s population, or whether they will 
choose to divide the state into enclaves 
with policies decided at the local and 
community level.

CALIFORNIA 
NEW DEAL

TOGETHER 
IN THE 

STRUGgLE

PROTECTING 
ONE’S OWN

TEXAS DONE 
RIGHT

Political and Economic 
TRANSFORMATION

Political and Economic
INERTIA

ENCLAVED
Social Environment

INCLUSIVE
Social Environment

1 2

34
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TEN-YEAR
MEGA SCENARIOS
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California in 2032 is in the midst of a great 
transformation, even if not everybody is fully onboard. 
Citizens across this great state have decided to get 
rid of the bureaucracy and cumbersome restrictions 
that have made California one of the most expensive 
places to live and to do business in the country. In 
return, we get freedom — freedom to innovate, to 
experiment, and even to fail and try again. Some 
communities have taken advantage of these 
changes faster than others, but all over California, 
from little towns to the biggest cities, we have a 
chance to try something new.

TEXAS DONE RIGHT
freedom, choice, and diversity – at a price
SOCIALLY ENCLAVED + POLITICAL-ECONOMIC TRANSFORMATION

1
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We still have our problems, of course. Wildfires are 
worse than ever, and everybody still fights over water. 
But the values that make us California, the embrace 
of diversity, the appreciation of nature, and the 
hunger to create something new, these values still 
hold true, even without the heavy hand of 
Sacramento. Some comedians say that California is 
becoming Texas, but we just say that, if so, we’re 
Texas done right.
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California in 2031 is undergoing a complete 
transformation, one that doesn’t simply sweep away 
the old but builds on our existing strengths. We 
already had the infrastructure in place to govern and 
support 40-plus million citizens of the state, and we 
already had a state-wide culture that eagerly 
embraces innovation and change. This foundation 
lets us work together to implement both the day-to-
day, practical improvements (like clean energy and 
better transit) as well as the more aspirational, almost 
experimental ideas (such as basic income and a four-
day work week). As the chaos of global events 
continues to swirl around us, California is becoming a 
beacon, showing what a better world can look like.

CALIFORNIA NEW DEAL 
transformative progressive reforms—at a cost
SOCIALLY ENCLAVED + POLITICAL-ECONOMIC TRANSFORMATION
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It’s not easy, and it’s not cheap. We still have to face 
the big problems, like wildfires and water access. 
Some people who stand to lose money and power as 
the world changes are pushing back awfully hard. 
And transformation at this scale can be scary. But 
California isn’t steam-rolling this; a good amount of 
effort goes into making sure that reinventing the 
state doesn’t hurt those who can least afford it. We 
need to make sure everyone has a say in building the 
California we need.
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California in 2031 faces some of the biggest 
challenges of its history. From climate danger to 
migration to a revolution in our technological 
infrastructure, the citizens of this state have to deal 
with changes and risks that push us to our limits. 
Leaders from across the state, at all levels of 
governance, have to work together to make sure that 
our system works for everyone, and that our efforts to 
build our future don’t leave people behind. As 
tempting as it may be to create an entirely new 
California, we need to make sure that our house is in 
order first. We build on what we know works, 
focusing on improving the quality of our citizens’ lives 
in the here-and-now.

3

TOGETHER IN THE STRUGGLE 
with limited bandwidth, making the best of a difficult situation
SOCIALLY INCLUSIVE + POLITICAL-ECONOMIC INERTIA
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Whenever possible, we fix our problems and build 
new capacities with an eye towards making sure we 
can still face the challenges of the future. But we 
have a responsibility to the Californians of the 
present. We need practical solutions that we can 
undertake with the resources we have at hand, 
solutions that don’t put our most vulnerable at risk. 
The global chaos of recent years is already 
overwhelming. The present day is a struggle for so 
many of us; what’s most critical is that we face this 
struggle together.
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California in 2031 must confront some of the most 
significant challenges ever in its history, and must do 
so at a moment when our doubts about existing 
systems are matched only by our skepticism about 
transformative proposals. In a world where 
misinformation and mistruth are all around us, trust 
in our systems and in each other is hard to come by. 
As a result, we’ve become more of a collection of 
communities than a single, unitary state. Ethnic 
enclaves, gated developments, even districts within 
the larger cities have adopted self-preservation as job 
number one. As harsh as that sounds, many citizens 
of California appreciate being able to focus on the 
people who matter most to them.

4

PROTECTING ONE’S OWN
community (or self) preservation amidst adversity
SOCIALLY ENCLAVED + POLITICAL-ECONOMIC INERTIA
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This is not a California in collapse. The tech industries, 
manufacturing, and big agriculture continue to bring 
in significant income and do business around the 
world. But this is a California suffering from an 
unprecedented mix of simultaneous crises, and very 
little, if any, agreement about how these crises 
should be met. Attempts to impose state-wide 
solutions are met with resistance, sometimes even 
violence. For most of the state’s leadership, the goal is 
now triage—making sure that bad situations don’t 
worsen, and that the worst situations don’t spread. 
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TEN-YEAR
MEGA SCENARIOS
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California in 2031 is in the middle of a great 
transformation, a complete reinvention of the state. 
Citizens across California have gotten rid of the 
bureaucracy and the clumsy regulations that have 
made the state so expensive for businesses and 
residents alike. Sacramento no longer gets to tell us 
what to do; now, our local leaders, our communities, 
towns, and neighborhoods, play a much greater role in 
our lives. It’s freedom, and it’s sweet. We can innovate 
and invent, experiment and learn, even fail and try 
again, without having to check first with some 
government employee hundreds of miles away.

The transformation isn’t complete, and we’re still 
figuring out how to make things work for everyone. 
When you come to California, you need to be ready to

TEXAS DONE RIGHT
freedom, choice, and diversity—at a price
SOCIALLY ENCLAVED + POLITICAL-ECONOMIC TRANSFORMATION

1
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be your own best advocate, and to do your research 
about the people you do business with. Not gonna lie, 
it can be stressful, but the freedom to be and to do 
what you want makes it all worthwhile. 

By unleashing the entrepreneurial spirit of the state, 
we’ve managed to build more housing for more people 
over the past ten years than in the prior thirty years. It’s 
not all basic, low-cost housing in the middle of 
nowhere. We have entirely new kinds of developments, 
from new townships run cooperatively with corporate 
sponsors, to “resilience castles” built to withstand the 
worst impacts of a changing environment.
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With the shackles of Sacramento “guidance” 
unlocked, many of the cities and counties in California 
are testing out new ways to protect their citizens and 
enforce the law. Some of these experiments are 
controversial, to be sure, but a growing number of 
communities can respond to emergencies more 
swiftly and effectively than ever before.

All of these new tools and new practices let us better 
face the changes still happening in the world. 
Wildfires are worse than ever, but some counties are 
experimenting with private firefighting services. We 
still squabble over water — that much hasn’t changed 
— but farms, cities, and the people protecting the 
environment are on a much more level playing field as 
they compete for access.

1
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But at our heart, we’re still the great state of California. 
The values we hold dear, that make us who we are, still 
ring true. We still embrace diversity of people and 
culture, we still appreciate nature and its beauty, and 
we still hunger to create something new, but all 
without the heavy hand of Sacramento. Some 
comedians might say that California is becoming 
Texas, but we think that, if so, we’re Texas done right. 
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California in 2031 is undergoing a top-to-bottom 
transformation of our society and economy, taking 
advantage of a strong political infrastructure and a 
state-wide culture that embraces innovation. We 
can’t just sweep away the old, we have to use it as a 
seed from which the new can grow. It’s a 
transformation that embeds accountability and 
transparency, and is aimed at making sure that all 
communities across California have a say and a stake 
in our future. It’s a transformation that makes use of 
well-established ideas like clean energy and 
improved public transit, and connects them to more 
cutting-edge concepts like basic income and the 
four-day work week. The goal is a California that will 
be able to thrive as the chaos of the 21st century 
continues.

CALIFORNIA NEW DEAL
transformative progressive reforms – at a cost
SOCIALLY INCLUSIVE + POLITICAL-ECONOMIC TRANSFORMATION
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This transformation of the state — unofficially known as 
the “California New Deal” — will take time, effort, and 
resources. And transformation at this magnitude is 
frightening for many Californians. A significant part of 
our process involves making sure that nobody is 
abandoned or devastated by the changes. But with a 
reinvention process at this scale, not everybody is 
going to be a winner. There are some people who fear 
the loss of power, influence, or money. Some of them 
are already pushing back.
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But the controversy and debate ultimately helps us 
refine our processes and policies to better meet the 
needs of everyone. Transformation isn’t easy, and we 
have adopted methods to constantly monitor and 
evaluate the new ways of life in the state. And we 
recognize that the power of the state isn’t always the 
best tool with which to resolve wicked problems. 
Some of the most brilliant new approaches have 
come from communities working together with local 
corporations to figure out how to settle issues in ways 
that work not just for today, but for years, even 
decades, to come.

CALIFORNIA NEW DEAL (continued)
SOCIALLY INCLUSIVE + POLITICAL-ECONOMIC TRANSFORMATION
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That’s the most challenging part of this process: the 
recognition that we’re working on something that’s for 
more than the immediate moment. Some of the most 
exciting changes are still years off, even though the 
work — and the expense — of implementing them is 
already underway. But what we’re building here isn’t 
meant to just make life marginally better in the here 
and now, it’s meant to make life in California 
dramatically better for our children and our children’s 
children. California will show the world that a better 
future is possible.
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California in 2031 faces some of the greatest 
challenges of its nearly two hundred years of history. 
In a chaotic world of environmental danger, 
economic turmoil, and violent conflict, California 
must deal with its own crises around climate danger, 
global migration, and developments in our 
technologies that promise great things, but greatly 
add to our uncertainty. The people of our state are 
rising to the challenge, building on what works to 
make sure that nobody gets left behind. Elected 
officials, business leaders, and citizens of the state 
across the political spectrum have embraced 
practical, reasonable solutions for ongoing problems.

Sometimes this means fine-tuning what we already 
have to make it work better for the changing world,

3

TOGETHER IN THE STRUGGLE
with limited bandwidth, making the best of a difficult situation
SOCIALLY INCLUSIVE + POLITICAL-ECONOMIC INERTIA
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such as slowly expanding building regulations so that 
retrofits of existing housing stock, not just new houses, 
have to comply with clean energy and zero-carbon 
rules. Sometimes it means embracing new systems as 
long as they integrate fully with the existing 
infrastructure. California’s switch to renewable power 
has been a triumph of this particular approach.

Many of our projects and policies reflect the particular 
needs of smaller communities across the state, and 
we’ve focused on trying to cushion vulnerable 
populations from both the unintended consequences 
of economic and technological changes and the 
undesired impacts of externally-imposed 
changes to the state. As we know, those 
impacts can be severe.
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Wildfires have burned more land in California in the 
recent past than in all of the years leading up to 
2020. Environmental scientists now see the drought 
as the state’s permanent water reality. Alone, 
California can’t solve these problems — but we can 
do our best to minimize their harm. Volunteers 
around the state work with thousands of 
professionals to improve our climate resilience, both 
in direct action to mitigate present crisis impacts and 
in working with communities to better-prepare them 
for the crises to come.

3
TOGETHER IN THE STRUGGLE (continued)
SOCIALLY INCLUSIVE + POLITICAL-ECONOMIC INERTIA
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In a state like California, it’s always tempting to focus 
on an aspirational future. We still do that, but recognize 
that our aspirations need to be grounded in reality. We 
can’t build the California of tomorrow without making 
sure that our foundation of today is healthy. With the 
world so chaotic, we must make certain that our 
citizens have acceptable housing, meaningful jobs, and 
accessible food and water, even if that means relying 
on the social and economic systems we know rather 
than experimenting with a sociopolitical revolution. 
“Move fast and break things” may work as a motto for 
the tech industry, but doesn’t work so well as a way of 
keeping 40+ million people healthy and safe.
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California in 2031 faces a situation unmatched in the 
state’s history. The impacts of global climate disaster, 
including a permanent mega-drought and millions 
of acres consumed by wildfire, are compounded by 
the legacy of COVID and global economic volatility. 
The rapid spread of technologies like artificial 
intelligence improve business processes even as they 
undermine worker confidence in their futures. In 
such an environment, the need to protect our own 
families, communities, and organizations is 
paramount, but has led to a social fracturing of the 
state. While Sacramento leadership may lament the 
loss of unity, a growing number of citizens see this as 
a greater manifestation of the instructions given on 
an airplane: put your own oxygen mask on first 
before helping anyone else. Many Californians 
appreciate being able to focus on the people who 
matter most to them.

4

PROTECTING ONE’S OWN
community (or self) preservation amidst adversity
SOCIALLY ENCLAVED + POLITICAL-ECONOMIC INERTIA
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The ability of the different parts of California to grapple 
with a chaotic world varies considerably. Not 
surprisingly, wealthier regions tend to do well, as they 
are able to adopt elaborate and expensive tools and 
practices for local resilience. But these are not the only 
parts of the state managing to keep going. Ethnic 
enclaves and other communities of social affiliation 
often prove highly resilient through mutual aid and 
social support. So do regions providing services and 
products that meet the needs of the times, such as the 
coalitions of cannabis growers in the northern part of 
the state.
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Because some locales and groups have not adapted 
quite as well, unfortunately, law enforcement 
alongside the penal system have become primary 
services provided by the state. But this is not a 
California in collapse. Tech industries, manufacturing, 
and big agriculture continue to do as well in the early 
2030s as they did in the early 2020s. The state may 
not be as wealthy overall as it once was, but it has still 
proven able to weather global crises, even in 
combination.

4
PROTECTING ONE’S OWN (continued)
SOCIALLY ENCLAVED + POLITICAL-ECONOMIC INERTIA
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California suffers from an unprecedented mix of 
simultaneous dangers, but there is very little, if any, 
agreement about how these problems should be met. 
Sacramento had initially attempted to come up with 
state-wide solutions, but these efforts were met with 
resistance, sometimes even violence. Trust that 
existing institutions and governance would work for 
everyone was gone. For most of the state’s leadership 
in 2031, the goal is now triage — making sure that bad 
situations don’t worsen, and that the worst situations 
don’t spread.
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THIRTY-YEAR
MEGA SCENARIOS



THIRTY-YEAR MEGA SCENARIOS 

The scenarios below are extensions of the 10-year 
scenarios presented earlier. As we move out further 
in time, the contours of change are more clearly seen 
in the fundamental structures and systems that drive 
the operating conditions of the future. Therefore, we 
have designed these scenarios around two of these 
structural axes: 

1. At the level of global coordination amongst 
the nations of Earth to address the existential 
crises of climate, energy, war, disease, food, 
and other planetary issues

2. At the level of independence and alignment 
for the state of California in terms of its 
relationship with the federal government, and 
its relative profile in world politics. 
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These structural dynamics allow us to envision four 
alternative pathways for California leading to the year 
2050. Within each scenario there are advantages, 
disadvantages, skills, values, and emergent possibilities 
for leaders and residents to try and steer toward the 
best future they can. Deep consideration of alternative 
futures are not necessarily endorsements of those 
futures. Thoughtful consideration of both preferred 
and nonpreferred scenarios is necessary to prepare and 
act toward more preferred futures with foresight and 
resilience. 

MEGA SCENARIOS: A TOOLKIT FOR THE FUTURE OF CALIFORNIA



GETTING IT 
DONE

DON’T 
WORRY

GREAT 
POWER 

RIVALRIES

SEEDS OF A 
NEW WORLD

California Goes Its
OWN WAY

California Goes
ALONG

DISCONNECTED
Global Efforts

COORDINATED
Social Environment

INTRODUCTION | THIRTY-YEAR MEGA SCENARIOS
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It’s said that the world of 2050 would be 
unrecognizable to someone from 2020. This is true, 
but not just for the expected reasons. Yes, the 
technology is amazing in comparison, and yes, the 
damage from the climate catastrophe is everywhere. 
But this world differs from the world of a generation 
ago in a critical, unexpected way: who’s in charge.

Chaos, collapse, whatever you want to call it, has 
made this first half of the 21st century a true 
challenge. Climate and its consequences are the 
headline issues, of course, but the real story is that 
the institutions that had become so powerful in the 
20th century – whether political, economic, or 
cultural – proved utterly unable to deal with the 
complex disruptions and dangers of the 21st. Much of 
what they knew how best to do, such as pushing the 
economy faster or further centralizing power, just 
made the problems of the modern world worse.

SEEDS OF A NEW WORLD 
DISCONNECTED GLOBAL EFFORTS + CALIFORNIA GOES ITS OWN WAY

1
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For much of the world, the 2030s were terrible, with 
multiple wars over borders, water, and ego, the Great 
Unlinking of global supply chains, and a billion-plus 
refugees trying to escape environmental, economic, 
and military devastation.

In the midst of this, cities stepped up. Urban and 
regional leadership around the world proved able to 
act more quickly and more effectively than the legacy 
centers of power. They learned from each other, too, 
and made swift connections. In critical ways, it turns 
out that Paris has much more in common with Los 
Angeles and Nairobi than with the French countryside; 
that pattern repeated itself everywhere. The global 
network of cities proved able to confront important 
issues, often in cooperation with other smaller 
organizations and forward-looking companies.
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Californians witnessed the transformation take place 
first-hand. We can see its benefits now: Los Angeles 
and the San Francisco Bay Area are two of the global 
anchor metropolises, technologies designed here 
touch all of our lives, and several of the leading 
academic networks have bases here. The “California 
model” has become a global template for handling 
mass migrations. 

But it’s been a hard road over the past thirty years to 
get here. California had to deal with an American 
federal government that was reluctant, at best, to see 
the state making its own rules, and was actually 
hostile to California  on occasion. And feelings within 
the state were no less conflicted — there were at 
least a dozen different regions and movements 
seeking power here. The “five Californias” structure 
was a hard compromise to forge.

SEEDS OF A NEW WORLD (continued)
DISCONNECTED GLOBAL EFFORTS + CALIFORNIA GOES ITS OWN WAY
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There’s a lot of hope that the global network of cities 
will soon start to coordinate its actions around climate, 
migration, and trade, but many of us are more realistic. 
Much of what the network still has to do involves 
coming up with ways to manage the issues that had 
been handled, if poorly, by the big 20th century 
national governments and transnational organizations. 
And the people and movements who lost power in this 
set of changes haven’t given up. 

Nobody said transformation would be easy.
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It really wasn’t until this past decade that the US 
federal government gave up on trying to stop 
California from being, well, California. I think the 
administrations just got tired of the fight, especially 
with bigger stuff to worry about. The ongoing 
deadlocks in the Pacific Trade Agreement have been 
frustrating for DC negotiators. The US being voted 
out of the leadership council of the global Climate 
Mitigation Office (CMO) in 2042 definitely stung. And 
day-to-day governance of the United States 
continues to grow more difficult.

It’s true that the last few presidential administrations 
have resented that multiple coordinated 
transnational projects welcomed California, but not 
America as a whole. It makes sense, though. Some of 
the key advisors to the informal predecessor to the
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CMO came from California universities, and three of the 
five corporate chiefs involved in the first CMO were 
from companies based here, too. Sacramento 
policymakers and think tanks have been at the 
forefront of developing transnational regulations on 
climate issues, of course, but they also engage with 
some key intersecting issues: migration, post-nuclear 
weapon development, ocean use, and more. It seems 
like every major symposium and conference on tough 
global issues has somebody representing the Golden 
State in attendance, if not headlining.

Part of the problem for the US over the past couple of 
decades was that its leadership wasn’t sure whether 
they wanted to be isolationist or interventionist, and US 
behavior on the global stage would zig zag in ways that 
just exhausted (and, arguably, occasionally 
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endangered) other global leaders. Consequently, 
even when America had legitimate complaints 
(about market access, for example, or cross-border 
ocean pollution), DC could find few allies. 
Representatives from California, conversely, were 
able to work out reasonable agreements that would 
benefit the state, but also help out the rest of the US.

This all may sound as if California has no problems, 
but that’s far from the case. The Four Horsemen of 
Climate Disaster are riding hard in the state — Fire, 
Flood, Famine, and Resource Collapse. And the 
problem of refugees has been hard to navigate; 
although migrants from East Asia and Latin America 
filled the initial wave of refugees, over the past 
decade a growing number have come from the rest 
of the US. Parts of several states have become 
completely unlivable, and see California as offering a 
better life. Leaders at the federal level continue to 
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make angry noises about this, but haven’t tried to 
address it.

The successful Scottish separation movement (“Scoxit”) 
has given new life to movements wanting to push for 
an independent California, but leaders in Sacramento 
have cautioned against it, if only in recognition of the 
financial costs of devolution and secession. “Wait until 
we’ve dealt with these big issues first.” Most 
Californians accept this reasoning, if sometimes only 
grudgingly.

Fortunately, the CMO and other global institutions 
have gone a long way towards pushing back against 
disaster. Earth isn’t entirely out of danger, but the best 
science says that maximum warming should be no 
more than 2.2° above pre-industrial baseline.

It’s not perfect, but it’s a good sight better than the 
alternatives. Kind of like California.
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There were several catalysts over the past, say, thirty 
years to make 2050 look like it does now. Nuclear 
near-use in South Asia. The fisheries catastrophe. The 
ReDS pandemic. Climate chaos, naturally, but 
probably more importantly the Moving Billion that 
was a direct consequence of the climate emergency. 
None of these issues could be handled by any one 
country alone, and they would affect every country. 
Every nation-state, every leader, would have to be 
able to work together to resolve what was becoming 
a basket of existential threats. 

Our collective inability to rise to this challenge in the 
late 2020s and early 2030s was something of an 
inflection point. We were, as a planet, shocked that 
the consequences we’d been warned about for so 
long, by so many, were hitting us so hard. We had to 
cooperate. But by the time we’d started working 
together, hundreds of millions of people around the 
world had died.
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Places that had already been trying to work on these 
problems (like California) could take the lead on this, 
but what ended up working best was for the big, 
longstanding institutions (transnational organizations, 
well-funded governments, powerful cultural groups) to 
take the wheel. They had the infrastructure, they had 
the people, they had the power – and now they had the 
indisputable need to act.

California has been happy to be a part of this, but the 
state remains  a bit leery of how much top-down 
control these “global rescue” plans seem to need. Many 
of the top academic and political groups based here 
warned about creeping authoritarianism, even while 
recognizing that the softer approach had been 
insufficient. As one researcher put it, the world needs 
California ideas and technologies, but ignores the 
California values that made them possible.
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The fact remains that this intergovernmental 
coordination has kept global temperatures below 2°
above the preindustrial baseline.

People a generation ago might look at what we have 
now as a success story, and it may be, but there 
remain quite a few big, hard-to-tackle problems. And 
not everyone is on board with the project as a whole. 
Several of the key components of the global rescue 
plan have big power hold-outs (nuclear weapon 
policies have been the most difficult to coordinate). 
The flip side of this is that, on the issues where the 
big powers agree, outliers and other “bad actors” can 
face real punishment. When “mandatory 
deindustrialization” is on the table as a response to 
excessive greenhouse gas emissions, things get 
serious quickly.
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Beyond all of that have been the unplanned 
consequences, like the wholescale reinvention of 
global trade and labor (a growing number of places 
have more cross-border remote workers than in-person 
laborers, at least in some sectors). And some of the 
more thoughtful critics of the global rescue fear that 
we’ve become too dependent upon intricate, fragile 
connections between complex systems.

But as long as the rescue continues to work, we’ll be 
able to avoid the kinds of fate we had started to see as 
inevitable.
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A lot of people wonder what the world would be like if 
California had been successful in its attempt to 
disentangle itself from larger American policies. It 
wasn’t, though, and the people in charge in 
Washington, DC, made certain that California suffered 
for its hubris.The state managed to avoid getting split 
up, but that was mostly because that would have 
doubled or tripled our number of Senators.

There’s still a movement underway in California to 
make things better, although a good amount of that 
relies on the spread of “Little Californias” and 
“Calitowns” in other parts of the world. The California 
diaspora amounts to a couple of million people at this 
point. We never thought that the state would be a net 
recipient of remittances, but here you go.

Leadership in Sacramento has been forced to play nice 
with DC, no matter which party controls the White
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House and Congress. This helps to keep hostility down, 
but has meant that some of our more interesting and 
useful proposals (around technology, mostly, but also 
around cultural networking) never really get looked at, 
either in-state or at the national level. What’s most 
frustrating is that these ideas are really needed; at this 
point, Washington is wrapped up in dealing with the 
consequences of The Omnicrisis, and that’s exactly 
what those proposals would do.

Climate catastrophe is at the center of it, of course, but 
also the growing number of dead spots in the oceans, 
the dirty bombs set off in places like Rio and Jo’burg, a 
couple of emerging pandemics (one in China, one in 
India, and both of which they managed lock down with 
some pretty hardcore quarantines). Trade walls. 
Nuclear proliferation. Little things like that.
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The latest disaster-in-the-making is the proposal out 
of Beijing for solar-thermal geoengineering, mostly 
around the poles. Apparently, some expat scientists 
from California are part of the project. Europe’s not 
keen, but is “examining options.” India is all for it, 
even wants to participate. However, the Governing 
Party in DC is having a fit, calling it a deliberate 
provocation, an act of war, etc. Everyone politely 
ignores that China’s proposal mirrors the one from 
the US government a few years back, the one which 
at the time China said was unacceptable.

California still has a big manufacturing economy, and 
it remains a key food source for the US. It’s not the 
technological hub it once was, and nearly all 
filmmaking has moved to Atlanta. Still has the
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biggest population, although it’s pretty steadily 
shrinking. The fires and a couple of big earthquakes 
kept too many people from moving here.

But even if California isn’t what it once was, in a way 
there’s more California than ever before. The California 
diaspora is doing important work everywhere, and 
along with the Calitowns and Little California 
neighborhoods around the world they’ve made the 
California way of life global. There’s a very real chance 
that the solutions to the Omnicrisis will come from 
people who once lived in, or their parents once lived in, 
the Golden State.

California as a place may have tried and failed, but 
California as an idea? That just might change the 
world.
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100-YEAR MEGA SCENARIO 

Thinking of far futures is a mental stretch, but it 
allows us to strip away distractions and focus on the 
essential qualities and relevant contours of change in 
a multi-generational time frame. The 100-year vision 
presented here compliments and extends the 13 
California 100 issue reports and the 10-year and 30-
year scenarios. In this 100-year image, we see a 
California transformed by the challenges of the 21st 
Century—a California that has emerged more 
sustainable, more equitable, more peaceful, and 
more prosperous than ever before.

The image is an aspirational vision of the future, but it 
is not science fiction. It is derived from a foundation 
of research and rigorous foresight. It is a plausible 
vision. Here we see evidence of a population that has 
integrated the needs of human systems with the 
capacities and limitations of the natural systems 
around it. Many of the answers have been clearly 
expressed already, and many solutions are already in
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motion. This vision is very much attainable if leaders, 
citizens, and residents of California (and the world) 
come together to address critical challenges with 
foresight and courage.

This vision of 2122 is a single image, but it is not meant 
to represent a singular voice or imply that there is a 
single aspirational future for California. The image is 
meant to inspire and provoke continued and 
continually updated and expanded visioning activities 
in the state. The 22nd century seems far away, but it a 
world that will be inhabited by our children and 
grandchildren. California has always been a vanguard 
of the future, and will continue to have a major role in 
the shaping of the world to come. It is up to those alive 
now to leave a functioning and flourishing world to 
future generations. What elements reflect your 
preferred future for California? What would you add? 
What are you willing to do today to make that future 
come to be?
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