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To Reach the Spring 
From Complicity to Consciousness in the Age of Eco-Crises

Alan Betts

The largest 
polar expedition 
in history to study 
the melting polar 
ice sheet ended 
on October 12, 
2020. It was called 
MOSAiC, standing 
for The Multidis-
ciplinary drifting 
Observatory for 
the Study of Arctic 
Climate. It started 
in September 2019, 
when the German 
research icebreaker 
Polarstern sailed 
north from Tromsø 
in Norway into the Arctic to drift 
with the Arctic currents and ice for 
one year. This expedition started in 
September when the sea-ice cover is 
at a minimum and the ice is thin, so 
the ship could get the farthest north, 
before it was frozen into the ice for 
the winter. Instruments were set up a 
mile or so away from the ship to drift 
on an ice flow along with the ship, 
as they took measurements through 
the Arctic winter close to the North 
Pole and beyond. Observers had to 
watch all the time for curious and 
perhaps hungry polar bears, as they 
checked instruments and studied the 
ecosystems beneath the relatively 
thin ice.

The Arctic is changing rapidly as it 
warms twice as fast as the Earth as 
a whole. The Norwegian researcher 
and explorer Nansen set sail 127 

years ago on the first ever drift expedi-
tion with his specially built wooden 
sailing ship Fram. His expedition lasted 
from 1893 to 1896. Last winter’s Arctic 
temperature were 18 degrees warmer 
than what Nansen measured. The polar 
ice is much thinner now, heavily frac-
tured and full of holes. 

Why is the Arctic changing so fast? 
As you know the Earth is warming as 
the burning of the fossil fuels, leak-
ing methane wells and other human 
sources pour greenhouse gases like 
CO2 into the atmosphere that slow 
the cooling of the Earth to space at 
night. More than 90% of this trapped 
heat is stored in the oceans. Think of 
this as the trigger that drives a series 
of amplifying effects. As the oceans 
warm, more water evaporates, and 
water vapor is a very powerful green-
house gas that triples the warming by 

CO2 alone. This happens on a global 
scale. But in the Arctic, much more 
happens. The warming melts the polar 
ice that reflects most of the sunlight, 
and exposes the ocean which absorbs 
most of the sunlight. Sea-ice doesn’t 
evaporate, but the ocean does, so wa-
ter vapor in the air increases, and more 
clouds form. Both more water vapor 
and clouds trap more heat. Collectively 
all these processes -- the loss of ice 
reflecting sunlight, more heat stored 
in the oceans, more water vapor and 
clouds in the air -- double the warming 
of the Arctic over time. The ice cover 
is shrinking – this September the area 
covered was the second lowest on 
record – and the ice is getting thinner 
and thinner. Ice used to get thicker 
every winter and last for years. Now 
most of the Arctic ice is only one year 
old and only a few feet thick. 

The Polarstern 
expedition mea-
sured all this in 
great detail, so we 
can better model 
the shrinking Arctic 
ice, as we lose a 
key region that 
helps keep the 
Earth cool. It was 
tough work for the 
scientists on-board, 
as resupply was dif-
ficult at times with 
the COVID pan-
demic and when 
the supply plane’s  
ice landing-strip 

crumpled. 
For us on land, our winters are 

warming twice as fast as summers 
for similar reasons. As winters warm, 
there is less snow cover to reflect 
sunlight, and if the ground is wet 
rather than frozen, more water vapor 
evaporates into the air, slowing the 
cooling to space. The big question for 
us is whether humanity could control 
the greenhouse gases and move away 
from burning 100 million years of fos-
sil fuels in about a century. But driven 
by greed and the focus on current 
profits for the wealthy, we condemn 

our children and the 
Earth to the tragedies 
that lie ahead as the ice-
sheets melt. 

Dr. Alan Betts of Atmo-
spheric Research in Pittsford, VT is a climate 
scientist. Browse  alanbetts.com. 

A guard stands watch looking for polar bears in early January. Credits: Alfred Wegener Institute, Lucas Piotrowski. CC-BY-SA 4.0 (https://bit.ly/38OKcvg).

Book Review by Steven Strong

Nathaniel Popkin refers to the 
chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) in the 
atmosphere, plastics in the ocean, 
permafrost melting, glaciers reced-
ing, ocean temperatures rising, 
thousands of species going extinct, 
massive wildfires around the globe, 
more frequent and powerful ty-
phoons and hurricanes - all acceler-
ating climate change, as creating a 
“Hyper Object.”

A Hyper Object is one so massive 
in scale and all-encompassing that 
our civilization is unable to take 
action. Since the United Nations’ 
Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro back 
in June of 1992, little real progress 
has been made in even agreeing on 
a global path forward, let alone fol-
lowing that path.

While some 
progress is 
being made 
in individual 
initiatives, es-
sential global 
consensus 
is drifting 
further out 
of reach. 
Authoritar-

ian leaders are actively 
accelerating the crisis 
in the quest for profits. 
Brazil’s President Bolso-
naro has declared open 
season on plundering 
the Amazon Rain Forest 
while Donald Trump 
has opened U.S. coastal 
waters and the pristine 
Arctic Wildlife Refuge 
for the oil companies to 
desecrate.

Popkin cites capital-
ism as “invading every 
aspect of life on earth” 
where green shoots of 
concern and demand 
for action are smothered by an 
unending torrent of disinformation 
from powerful multinationals. These 
are led by the fossil fuel industry and 
supported by enabling politicians, 
that cast doubt on the very reality of 
the crisis facing our planet. 

Drawing on his years of experience 
as a climate activist and referencing 
past world crises from the bubonic 
plague of the dark ages to our Co-
vid-19 pandemic, Popkin shows how 
challenging it is to achieve consensus 
on climate action and then shows us 
why we must.

Nathaniel Popkin
New Door Books, December 2020, 148 pages, $15.95 Compounding 

resource extraction 
coupled with expo-
nential economic and 
population growth is 
simply not possible on 
our finite Earth. What 
will be left for our chil-
dren and our grandchil-
dren?   

By illuminating how 
our reverence for Earth 
is intrinsically con-
nected to our capacity 
to hope and to heal, 
leading to an inexorable 
yearning to act, Popkin 
has offered us a way for-
ward. Popkin’s To Reach 
the Spring is a needed 

clarion call to climate action.
Steven Strong is Founder and President 

of Solar Design Associates, a firm of engi-
neers and architects working world-wide 
to make renewable energy mainstream. He 
is the author of The Solar Electric House 
and Solar Electric Buildings, an Overview 
of Today’s Applications and the editor 
and contributing author of Photovoltaics 
in the Built Environment, a Design Guide 
for Architects and Engineers as well as 
contributing author to Green Design – 
From Theory to Practice with architect 
Ken Yeang. 

Author Nathaniel Popkin

of the concrete panels acts as an air 
barrier and vapor retarder and provides 
a high R-value for the walls and roof. 
The SWA Enclosures team provided 
detailing of the continuous thermal 
breaks (aerogel-containing spray, tape, 
and insulating blocks) and condensa-
tion control for tight spaces around 
window and door openings in order 
to maintain the historic fabric while 
achieving Passive House and LEED 
goals. Selecting triple-pane windows 
that most resembled the existing 
historic windows will aid in airtightness 
and overall efficiency of the building.

In addition to the aggressive energy 
goals of this project, the preservation 
of the building’s concrete shell and 
mixed concrete and steel structure cre-
ates a much lower embodied carbon 
impact than if the building had been 
demolished, contributing to an increas-
ingly important conversation about 
carbon emissions associated with 
building and materials.

SWA is proud to take part in the ef-
forts to preserve this historic building 
and to create a healthy and comfort-
able environment for future occupants. 
As our team continues to consult on 
the project, we will be sharing the 
project achievements, so be on the 
lookout for a follow up on the embod-
ied carbon and other LEED highlights.

Kate Doherty is a Building Systems 
Analyst, and Dylan Martello is a Senior 
Building Systems Consultant. Both work 
at Steven Winter Associates. Inc. 
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