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Climate change effects pondered 

by GORDON HOEKSTRA Citizen staff 
The time to prepare for the impacts of climate change is now, north-central B.C. community representatives were told at a climate change forum hosted in Prince George Wednesday. 

Some communities have already started planning for impacts, which, although uncertain, could include continuing warming trends and more rain, which may come in increasingly heavy bursts. 

The City of Prince George is reviewing flood danger for the downtown area, which is susceptible to flooding from the Nechako and Fraser rivers. 

In particular, the city is examining the River Road area, already designated as a dike, to see if it can be improved, said Dave Dyer, the city's chief engineer. 

The Nechako is most susceptible to flooding in the winter from ice jams, which also has the potential to impact the Foothills Bridge, noted Dyer. 

The city is also looking at the issue of run-off, which could increase in the winter as there are more thaw events while the ground is still frozen. The city is looking at watershed drainage in a number of areas with an eye on improvements that could include creating wetlands and ponds, said Dyer. 

The more frequent thaw events in the winter are also impacting roads: the surface erodes more quickly and more potholes are created. The city is examining ways to better temporarily patch potholes, particularly bigger ones, using interlocking bricks and sand, a technique used in Sweden, noted Dyer. 

The city is also looking at ways to start a plant that burns wood waste to heat downtown civic building, and possible private ones as well. Dyer said it would help the city contribute to reducing greenhouse gas emissions. 

Reducing greenhouse gas emissions is a move advocated by Danny Harvey, a climate change expert from the University of Toronto, where he is a professor in the geography department. 

Harvey argued there is widespread agreement in the scientific community that global warming is happening. He said there's also agreement the rate of temperature increase in the past 200 years is highly unusual compared to the past 500,000 years, and that the warming is linked to an increase in greenhouse gases from the burning of fossil fuels. 

"The human race is in big trouble," he told the forum. 

The more serious impacts -- as the global temperature increases two to six degrees in the next century -- include sea levels rises of five metres, the loss of coral reefs, and the collapse of tropical rain forests, said Harvey. 

Also on the list are species extinction, loss of major food-producing regions, diminished water supplies and a profound change in the chemistry of oceans, which will negatively impact marine biological productivity, he said. 

Communities like Vanderhoof, 100 kilometres west of Prince George, are also starting to grapple with climate change. 

The community just completed a vulnerability assessment, which indicated that the region will be more susceptible to forest fires from lightning strikes. That's a result in part of tinder-dry lodgpole pine forests killed by the the mountain pine beetle, said Brian Frenkel, a Vanderhoof district councillor. 

The assessment also indicated the community could see a shift to hardwood forests and grasslands from softwood forests in the next century, he said. 

The community is just beginning to examine how it might adapt, said Frenkel. 

All the change projected in computer models is not strictly negative. 

In one scenario presented at the forum -- hosted by the McGregor Model Forest, UNBC and the federal government -- warming could allow new crops to be grown in north central B.C. 

By 2080, the region could sustain crops normally grown in the Okanagan, including grapes. 

However, Jenny Fraser, a climate change adaptation specialist with the B.C. Ministry of Environment, cautioned that will depend on rainfall patterns. 
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