
The weather 
this past summer 
was a wake-
up call. It was 
exceptionally 
warm across the 
western United 
States, and 
there was little 
rainfall across the 

Northwest. The result was widespread for-
est fires, which filled the cities with smoky, 
polluted air. In the south, Hurricane Harvey 
gave near-record summer precipitation and 
extreme flooding. Across the warm waters 
of the Caribbean, two powerful hurricanes, 
Irma and Maria, did immense damage to a 
dozen islands including Puerto Rico. Their 
recovery will be very long. Some islands 
such as Barbuda have simply been evacuat-
ed. Much of Puerto Rico still has no power. 
Without power, modern society crumbles, 
and basic survival depends on cooperation 
and the sharing of resources. 

Our society has not put aside the money 
to rebuild after these disasters, which will 
only increase as the Earth gets warmer and 
extreme weather increases. The increase 
in the greenhouse gases, triggered by the 
burning of fossil fuels, reduces the cooling 
of the Earth to space. So, vast amounts of 
heat are now being stored in the oceans, 
and, inevitably, stronger storms develop 
when conditions are favorable, as they were 
this summer. 

In October, I discussed the paradox that 
although we as individuals are deeply 
concerned for the lives of our children 
and grandchildren, we support an eco-
nomic system that places little value on 
their lives, because it discounts the future. 
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Investments in an energy efficient society 
powered by renewable energy are often 
rejected as “not cost-effective.” A closer look 
shows that this means not cost-effective for 
the present bottom line. If we ask whether 

this energy transition is cost effective for 
the future of our children, the answer is 
absolutely yes. Staying with an inefficient 
fossil fuel energy system is a catastrophe for 
both our children and the Earth. 

Economists estimate that spending a 

billion dollars now on this transition will 
save 50 billion dollars in damages later this 
century. Since national governments have 
conflicting interests, it has been proposed 
recently that the global insurance industry 
could manage a global levy on carbon 
emissions to fund adaptation costs and the 
low-carbon transition. This would lower 
their insurance risks.

Yet, I often see articles claiming that 
renewable energy is a bad investment: that 
we are wasting money on the transition 
away from fossil fuels. This is phony eco-
nomics where we ignore the present and 
future costs of accelerating climate change. 

What we need is economics where we really 
value the future of the Earth, and the future 
of our children and our grandchildren. 

The 2015 Encyclical by Pope Frances 
mapped out the corruption and immorality 
of our present economic system, where the 
exploitation of the Earth and the poor have 
become inseparable. The Catholic church, 
and some Protestant churches, are now giv-

ing this more careful 
attention. Not surpris-
ingly, our economic 
system is still avoiding 
this issue, so it is up to 
us all to speak up!

I am indebted to Jo-
anna Macy for another 
insight. We are encour-
aged to become happy 
isolated individuals 
addicted to consum-
erism, escapism and 
the media. The mass 
media as a rule will 
not show us, as iso-
lated individuals, that 
runaway corporate 
capitalism is on a path 
to destroy much of life 
on Earth. But as com-
munities with courage, 
determination, caring 
and creativity, whether 
secular or communi-
ties of faith, we can 
face this reality, and 
together search for a 
sustainable alternative. 
I know this will not be 

easy, but there is almost no limit to what we 
can do for the sake of each other and the 
Earth..

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

Evacuees wade down a flooded section of Interstate 610 in Houston as floodwaters from tropical storm Harvey rise Aug. 27, 2017, in Houston. 
Credit: AP Photo/David J. Phillip
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MORE RAIN EXPECTED
The northeastern U.S. has experienced 

dramatic changes in precipitation over 
the past century. A study co-authored 
by Dr. Brian Beckage found that annual 
extreme precipitation was 53% higher 
from 1996-2014 than it was from 1901-

1995. Although coastal areas experience 
more extreme and total precipitation on 
average, the increase was largely uniform 
across the northeast. (See interview with 
State Climatologist Lesley-Ann Dupigny 
Giroux at http://bit.ly/interview-Lesley-Giroux.) 

ROAD SALT
While road salt may make icy roads 

safe during Vermont winters, it negatively 
affects the health of nearby waterways 
like Lake Champlain. A study conducted 
by researchers at the Global Lake Ecologi-
cal Observatory Network looked at the 
effects of salt on freshwater lakes in the 
North American Lakes region, including 
Vermont. Read more at http://bit.ly/
Road-salt-study.

More information from the Center for 
Research on Vermont can be found at 
http://bit.ly/Center-for-research-on-VT. 

WATER POLLUTION
Is New Jersey’s water safer than 

Vermont’s? The Garden State recently 
revised its standards for safe levels of 
PFOA (http://bit.ly/NJ-safe-PFOA), a 
manufactured chemical found in house-
hold and commercial items, to 14 parts 
per trillion—6 parts per trillion lower 
than Vermont’s safe standard, according 
to VPR. Last year, PFOA levels in drinking 
water around the Bennington area were 
found to exceed state standards, and a 
Department of Health report noted that 
residents’ blood levels of the chemical 
were strongly correlated with levels found 

in contaminated wells. See the report at 
http://bit.ly/Dept-Of-Health_PFOA-report. 

Norwich University Geology Professor 
Laurie Grigg’s work has long focused 
on climate change, including her recent 
contribution to a global pollen and 
charcoal database to document vegeta-
tion and fire responses to abrupt climate 
change during the last glacial period. 
Professor Griggs is now examining lake 
sediment to determine how aquatic 
ecosystems have acclimated to climate 
changes over the last ten centuries using 
a federal grant. Read more at http://bit.ly/
pollen-charcoal-climate. 

EMERGENCY ROOM TICK VISITS
For 2017, tick-related emergency room 

and urgent care visits in Vermont have 
been consistently above average. The 
adult ticks will remain active through 
November. Ninety-nine percent of tick 
borne disease in Vermont is caused by 
the black-legged tick. Encounters with 
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Deicing winter roads by applying salt is poisoning Vermont’s 
ecosystems, and experts say it’s over-salting by private 
contractors in parking lots and other urban areas that 
are increasingly the source of the salt. Modfos / iStock
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black-legged ticks can occur anytime 
during the year when the temperature is 
above freezing.

And speaking of ticks, the Vermont 
Fish and Wildlife Department’s multi-year 
long study gauging the impact of winter 
ticks on the state’s moose has ended. 
After its first year, eighteen of the thirty 
radio-collared moose calves survived 
their first winter, with the twelve that died 
exhibiting signs of winter tick infestation 
and severe weight loss. As for the adults, 
twenty-seven of the study’s thirty collared 
cow moose survived, with fifteen produc-
ing calves in the spring. Read more at 
http://bit.ly/VT-winter-tick-study.

Reprinted with permission from the 
Center for Research on Vermont, November 
15 edition of Vermont Research News. 
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