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Climate Change Perceptions

It has been a 
warm winter in 
New England. 
Burlington had 
no nights in 
January below 0 
ºF, and the tem-
perature reached 
a remarkable 
70ºF on Febru-
ary 26th. The

biggest snowstorm came in mid-March 
with two feet of snow in many places, but 
the snow quickly melted with sunny skies 
and the approach of the spring equinox. 
I picked spinach before the snow fell, and 
within four days the snow had melted off 
the cold-frame.

I am asked how soon we 
can plant! Frost-hardy plants 
can go in as soon as your 
soil has thawed, but don’t 
plant anything that a frost 
will kill until the maples leaf 
out, unless you are prepared 
to cover them well. The clear 
nights of spring make frosts 
likely, because the earth 
can cool rapidly to space 
at night, until the decidu-
ous forests leaf out and put 
more water vapor in the air. 

Politically the last two 
months have had a certain 
fascination. After the inau-
guration, plans to develop 
the coal industry replaced 
dealing with climate change 
by phasing out fossil fuels. 
Meanwhile, the same week 
China canceled plans to 
build 100 new coal-fired power plants and 
replaced them with a plan to install 130 
GW of new solar power by 2020. To give 
you a sense of scale, this is a thousand 
times the large build-out of solar power 

in New England in the last year or two. 
This illustrates in a nut-shell how climate 
change leadership shifted to China, while 
the U.S. stacked the new cabinet in Wash-
ington with fossil fuel advocates. 

Our grandchildren will look back in 
horror and say “How could they sacrifice 
the Earth to protect the profits of the 
billionaires?” Well, our elected leaders 
pretend not to know that burning all our 
coal reserves will melt the icecaps, flood 
the coastal plains and wipe out half of life 
on earth. As Pope Francis pointed out in 
2015, our use of power and our respect for 
creation is a deeply spiritual issue. We can-
not serve both the Earth and money! 

Transportation in New 
England uses a lot of fos-
sil fuel so it is one of the 
big challenges we face to 
“decarbonize” our economy. 
A typical automobile get-
ting 25 miles per gallon 
and driven 12,000 miles 
per year burns 480 gallons 
of gas and emits 4.3 tons 
of CO2. A recent study 
showed that this melts an 
extra 140 sq.ft. of Arctic 
sea-ice every September. 
As the reflective sea ice 
shrinks, the warming of the 
Arctic accelerates, and we 
will soon face more ampli-
fying factors like the release 
of methane, another stron-
ger greenhouse gas. 

I drive to meetings and 
to the grocery store, so how 
can I reduce the gasoline I 

use – only by shifting to electricity coming 
from solar power. For me this has taken 
a couple of years. First I invested in solar 
panels from a community array, provid-
ing 5.7 kW of peak power. Over the year, 

80% of this power provides the electric-
ity that powers our house and heats our 
hot water. The remaining 20% provides 
the power for a new Prius Prime plug-in 
hybrid, which we purchased last year.

The car’s all-electric range is only about 
25 miles, but that is enough to drive to my 
neighboring towns and back. The combi-
nation of an efficient hybrid car that gets 
55 MPG and this modest all-electric range 
has surprised and delighted me. Even in 
the winter months, we have averaged 120 
miles on a gallon of gas; which means we 
only fill up the 10 gallon gas tank every 
1,200 miles. It is a far more efficient and 
comfortable car but using it will still emit 
almost a ton of CO2 every year, and inexo-
rably contribute to melting some Arctic 
sea-ice. 

The more 
general issue 
is that it is 
still a typical 
car for four 
passengers 
weighing over 
3,000 pounds. 
Where I grew 
up in England, 
there were 
networks of 
public paths 
connecting 
towns that 
had been used 
for centuries 
– on foot or
on horseback. 
For the future, 
New England 
needs a new 
network of 

Alan Betts in his plugin-hybrid-electric car that is charged with the electricity from a 
community solar array. Courtesy photo.

Climate Forecast: 
“Above average temperatures 
are forecast for this spring.” 

A typical automobile 
getting 25 miles per 
gallon and driven 
12,000 miles per 

year burns 480 gal-
lons of gas and emits 
4.3 tons of CO2. A 

recent study showed 
that this melts an 
extra 140 ft2 of 

Arctic sea-ice every 
September.

small paved roads for lightweight electric 
cargo bicycles and tricycles. Even tricycles 
that are fully enclosed with a shell to keep 
out the weather are only a tenth of the 
weight of a standard car, so they are far 
easier and cheaper to power with solar 
electricity. But for safety reasons, they 
need a separate road network from heavy 
trucks and speeding cars. And yes, they 
will only go half the speed of cars - less 
than 30 mph. They could use heated seats 
in our winters, and there will be some 
snow-days. 

But there are two fringe benefits that 
would benefit our health in the long term: 
some exercise commuting to work, and a 
closer connection to the landscape as we 
travel. This is of tremendous importance 
as our society must turn to the Earth for 
guidance.

Dr. Alan Betts of Atmospheric Research 
in Pittsford, Vermont is a leading climate 
scientist. Browse alanbetts.com.

The threat 
of climate 
change has 
proven to be 
one of the 
nation’s most 
momentous 
issues—just 
not in the 
concerns of 
the indi-
vidual.

A majority 
of Americans 
believe in the 
existence of 
global warm-
ing, and as 
many as 69 
percent of 
respondents 
across the country in a recent New York 
Times study expressed support for work-
ing toward imposing strict carbon dioxide 
emissions from existing coal-fueled power 
plants. 

However, this figure shrinks dramati-
cally when the question is reframed to ask 
if the respondents perceive that climate 

change will 
affect them 
individually. 
In Florida’s 
Miami-Dade 
County, 
which 
borders the 
ocean, be-
tween 60 and 
70 percent of 
respondents 
expressed 
little concern 
for their own 
well-being. 

In Vermont, 
between 
just 30 and 
50 percent 
(depending 

on the county) of those surveyed believed 
that there would be an impact on their 
lives.

Though Vermont boasted one of the 
highest propensities for maintaining a 
dialogue about climate change and its 
effects, this threat-perception is dramati-
cally lower than it should be when the 

state’s ski and sugaring industries are 
considered. 

According to a 2014 report of projected 
climate change in the Lake Champlain 
Basin, daily temperatures are likely to in-
crease by between 0.43 and 0.49 degrees 
Celsius (between 32.77 and 32.88 degrees 
Fahrenheit) per decade in the twenty-first 
century. 

This spike in temperature poses sig-
nificant consequences for a number of 
Vermont’s largest industries, including 
dairy farming, maple syrup production 
and ski resorts. 

In fact, snowfall at six major ski resorts 
in the Lake Champlain Basin region is ex-
pected to decrease between 46.9 percent 
and 52.4 percent by the late twenty-first 
century. This will no doubt cause a reduc-
tion in recreational tourism, a valuable 
source of state income—and less snowy 
days for the state’s avid skiers and riders. 

The maple syrup industry is no less of 
an economic driver, with a 131 percent 
growth in production between 1992 and 
2014 in the U.S. In 2013, maple produc-
tion yielded between $317 million and 
$330 million.

Sugar maples, however, require highly 
specific weather conditions in order to 
exude sap suitable for maple syrup pro-
duction. With the rising temperatures and 
unpredictable weather events of a chang-
ing climate, the number of suitable days 
for production is projected to decrease.

Along with this time crunch, the annual 
peak production times in autumn and 
spring are likely to shift into midwinter. 
By mid- and late-century, the number 
of production days are projected to be 
reduced from 60.3 days in 2013 to 53 and 
49, respectively. 

As for dairy farms, rising temperatures 
and changing weather patterns are 
expected to affect agricultural productiv-
ity across the country, particularly in the 
Midwest. The corn, soybean and wheat 
supplies characteristic of that region are 
projected to decrease—likely hiking the 
cost and availability of animal feed in Ver-
mont, and hindering dairy farms’ abilities 
to feed their livestock.

On paper, Vermont may seem to be a 
state with limited threats stemming from 
climate change—the northeast snow and 
land-locked mountains appear unlikely to 
be swept up by apocalyptic flooding. But 
the climbing temperatures and irregular 
weather patterns pose a real threat to the 
state’s most identifiable industries, and 
succeeding generations will undoubtedly 
feel the environmental constraints.

Kirsti Blow is a sophomore public commu-
nication major at University of Vermont. She 
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.

Tapped maple trees. Photo credit: https://botanistinthekitchen.word-
press.com
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