
  CLIMATE NEWS

Cont’d from p.1 It is time to 
look back on 
2016 and ahead 
at 2017. Last 
year was again 
the warmest 
on record, well 
ahead of 2015, 
which itself set 
a new global-
temperature 
record. The sea-

ice cover, which is shrinking as the planet 
warms, is near record lows at both poles 
for the first time. New research continues 
to point to accelerating climate change 
and increasing extreme weather. Last year, 
U.S. communities were faced with costs 
of $53 billion from extreme weather and 
climate disasters.

New England has had more snow than 
last year, but the winter has been rela-
tively warm so far. We ate our last kale in 
mid-January, but a new crop of spinach is 
growing under glass, so we will soon be 
making salads. 

A Yale Climate Communication national 
survey in November after the election 
shows that 70% of Americans think global 
warming is happening, 61% are worried 
about it, 65% see it as a threat to develop-
ing countries and 71% as a threat to future 
generations. Yet the new administration 
is pretending climate change is a hoax, 
because it is a threat to the fossil fuel in-
dustry and the libertarian economics that 
the president does not even understand. 

So let us contrast these two worlds; the 
scientific world with its roots in reality, and 
the new political world, which is built on 
power fantasies that change daily, glued 
together by egoism, fear and a determina-
tion to continue the exploitation of the 
Earth and the poor. 

In Washington, making America “great,” 
“draining the swamp,” and destroying 
America’s standing in the world are all 

The Growing Gulf Between Science and Politics

By Dr. Alan K. Betts

Vermont Research Climate Change News
Uncertain Politics, Legislation, Renewable Energy, Rail, Moose Study…

Lake Champlain. Credit: Wikimedia

pathetically jostling for attention. Indeed 
the swamp has been filled with alligators, 
and the new administration seems to be 
a chaotic mess. When false information is 
being rebranded as “alternative facts,” all 
that is clear is that our government is now 
on sinking sands.

In my local store after the election, 
someone said, “You must be shattered to 
see everything 
you have 
worked for 
destroyed.” I 
grinned, be-
cause the cli-
mate system 
is unaware of 
narcissistic 
tweets, even 
though these 
are a tragic 
threat to 
American val-
ues and world 
peace.

Report-
edly, the US 
military has 
developed 
contingency 
plans to deal 
with ‘illegal orders’ from above. The New 
England states should do likewise to 
counter illegal and immoral federal poli-
cies. Recall that the real Tea Party started 
here centuries ago. Two issues need to 
be faced. The states must prevent the 
takeover of their National Guard by a 
would-be fascist federal government; and 
when they are blackmailed with “obey 
or lose your federal funds” extraordinary 
measures will be needed to cut funds to 
the central tax system. 

For us all “relocalization” is an important 
strategy. Here in Vermont, we remember 
the strength of our communities after 
tropical storm Irene when some state 

offices were under water. Towns that were 
cut off got to work the next morning to 
rebuild roads and help those in need. We 
can do it again, overnight if we have to. As 
the government in Washington becomes 
dysfunctional, New England must unite 
and act.

In December, I was in San Francisco 
with 23,000 earth scientists from around 

the globe for 
the annual 
meeting of 
the American 
Geophysical 
Union. What 
a delight to 
be in a global 
community 
of men and 
women 
searching to 
understand 
the real world 
and eager to 
network and 
share all they 
have learned. 
The younger 
generation 
knows the 
challenges that 

lie ahead, but their deep shared integrity 
will carry them. Those from overseas paid 
little attention to U.S. politics. The U.S. has 
surrendered global leadership to China 
and Europe, but all the work that needs 
to be done to build a resilient world still 
remains.

We cannot expect guidance or funding 
from Washington. It is time to expand our 
efforts to build resilient communities here, 
so we can face the future together with 
moral clarity. 

Dr. Alan Betts of Atmospheric Research 
in Pittsford, Vermont is a leading climate 
scientist. Browse alanbetts.com.
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experience with the subject, and others 
passed on information that appeared in 
other publications. 

The first response came from Nate 
Harvey of Marlboro, Vermont (the author’s 
brother). He typically spends two or three 
days each week tracking animals, mostly 
in the Northeast. “The beds where moose 
sleep in the snow are often a bloody 
mess,” he said, “with ticks the size of your 
finger tip covering the ground.” 

The problem the moose have is 
that they never had to deal with large 
numbers of ticks in their evolutionary 
past, so they have no instinct to groom 
themselves. White tailed deer have this 
instinct, which is why they do not share 
the problem that moose have. Ticks have 
come into the countryside where moose 
live, because climate change has made it 
possible for them to survive the coldest 
winter temperatures. 

To understand how a small change in 
the average temperature could cause 
such trouble, we need to know that cli-
mate change does not happen uniformly. 
In the Northeast, the average temperature 
has increased only about 2° F. While that 
may not seem like much, the temperature 
increase has been greatest on the coldest 
nights of the winter, which are now about 
10° F higher than they were only thirty 
years ago. That difference is enough to 
allow winter ticks, deer ticks, woolly adel-
gids, and a host of other pests to survive 
much farther north than they did in the 
past. So moose are killed by ticks, humans 
in Vermont and New Hampshire get Lyme 
disease, and stands of hemlocks are dying 
in Massachusetts.

One reader, an avid hunter, suggested 
we look at a broader geographic area. He 
said he had hunted many times in the 
area of the George River, in Northeastern 
Quebec. He recounted the sight of seeing 
a herd of six or seven thousand caribou 
swimming across the George River. That 
must have been quite a sight. 

There were over 800,000 caribou living 
in the area of the George River twenty 
years ago, but the number has fallen to 
below 9,000 this year. There are many 
reasons for the decline, and while illegal 
hunting is clearly one of them, climate 
change is another part of the problem.

Loss of habitat is a big part of the 
problem. The hunter talked about com-
mercial forests, describing the destruction 
brought about by an operation in New 
Brunswick. In that case, a large area was 
clear cut. This was followed by covering 
the land with an herbicide to prevent de-
ciduous trees from growing back, so the 
forest would be uniformly filled with the 
fir trees the foresters wanted. With only 
a single type of tree, the forest had no 
diversity of resources for wildlife, so there 
are nearly none.

If we cannot do better, then we are in 
much worse trouble than we thought.

Hunting and 
Wildlife in the 

Northeast
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by Kirsti Blow was passed in April of 2016, and granted 
municipalities the jurisdiction to determine 
the preferred sites of energy projects. Most 
notably, the bill requires the Public Service 
Board to create new wind turbine noise 
level standards, because of complaints from 
residents. 

These energy developments are crucial, 
as Vermonters have continued to prove their 
desire to maintain the state’s natural areas. 
In fact, four trail networks alone account for 
$29.6 million of the state’s economic activity, 
according to a report by the Vermont Trails 
& Greenways Council. The figure includes 
trail tickets and rentals, as well as other likely 
purchases, such as craft beer at a brewery or 
lunch at a local restaurant. The report also 
indicates that 325 jobs directly stem from 
trail networks. 

In terms of wildlife, moose have been 
the target of persistent research seeking 
to understand their susceptibility to winter 
ticks. Spearheaded by New Hampshire and 
Maine wildlife conservation organizations 
in 2014, results have marked something of 
an epidemic; one moose was found carrying 
63,000 ticks, with the “lethal” limit said to be 
about 50,000 ticks per animal. 

The Vermont Fish and Wildlife Department 
issued a press release detailing the study, 
asserting that the warmer falls and earlier 
springs associated with climate change are 

causing a spike in winter tick populations. 
Moose will often rub against trees in an 

effort to rid themselves of the parasites, 
exacerbating the blood loss and stripping 
them of their insulating fur. In this manner, 
many moose die of hypothermia. The state’s 
moose population has now dwindled from 
5,000 fifteen years ago to roughly 2,200 
today. 

Vermont has pledged to join the study, 
and thirty cows and thirty calves will be cap-
tured in the Northeast Kingdom this month 
to be fitted with a GPS monitoring system. 
Seventy-five percent of the $578,000 study 
will be federally funded by the Pittman-
Robertson Wildlife Restoration Act. Up to 60 
moose are planned to be tracked through 
2019, and researchers will analyze their 
causes of mortality, as well as reproductive 
rates, in order to begin organizing conserva-
tion efforts.t. 

Vermont Research Climate Change News is 
a summary of recent research related to energy 
and climate change.

Kirsti Blow is a sophomore Public Com-
munication major at University of Vermont. 
Kirsti writes the briefs for UVM’s Vermont 
research newsletter published by the Center 
for Research on Vermont. Learn more at http://
www.uvm.edu/~crvt/. Kirsti is also a local 
musician in the Burlington area.

In light of the uncertain political atmo-
sphere that poses a threat to Vermont’s 
climate, a report by the Union of Concerned 
Scientists reveals how clean energy could 
work financially for the state. With the basis 
of existing wind and solar power, the report 
argues that market demand will drive the 
expansion of renewable energy—a $7 mil-
lion initial public investment could swell to 
$148 million over 15 years with the help of 
the private sector.

To their part, the state government 
has passed further legislation concerning 
Vermont’s energy throughout the past year. 
The major renewable energy sitting bill 


