
A ski community triad sAve our sNow, 
sAve your MoNey! 

Climate Change is a major topic these 
days—everywhere from presidential cam-
paigns to the checkout counter at the grocery 
store. But what will the effects of climate 
change be? How will it affect you? What can, 
or should be done about it? The answers to 
these questions will have a profound effect 
on the way you live your life, conduct your 
business, and how you ski.

First some background on climate change. 
Climate change, commonly known as global 
warming, is caused by the emission of green-
house gases like CO2 and methane which 
build up in the atmosphere, trapping heat like 
a blanket and warming up the climate. The 
Earth’s climate has naturally changed before, 
from ice ages to long periods of warmth. 
These changes were initiated by natural 
forces such as volcanic eruptions, changes in 
the Earth’s orbit, or variations in the amount 
of energy released from the sun. The current 
problem arises because, since the late 18th 
century, we have increased the amount of 
greenhouse gases in the air through our com-
bustion of fossil fuels to a level higher than 
anything previously recorded. According to 
the foremost resource on climate change, the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC), the temperature of the earth will rise 
between 3-7 degrees Fahrenheit by 2100 in 
response to the human induced increase in 
greenhouse gas concentrations. This warm-
ing of the atmosphere changes the relation-
ships of the Earth’s systems. Weather pat-
terns change. Ocean currents change. Sea 
levels rise. The result of these changes is a 
global weirding, where regional and local cli-
mates fluctuate and change as the earth tries 
to balance itself out. 

How will this affect our snow? 

The Sierra’s snowfall depends on the air 
being cold enough for the precipitation from 
the Pacific to fall as snow and not rain—that 

magic number of 32 degrees Fahrenheit. A 
small increase in the air temperature and 
you can turn a storm that would have been 
fresh new snow into a few inches of rain. The 
predicted 3-7 degree Fahrenheit rise in tem-
perature is expected to decrease the Sierra’s 
snowpack as much as 36% in the next 50 
years and 70% in the next 100 years accord-
ing to the Sierra Nevada Conservation Alli-
ance. Imagine lifting the snow level another 
1,000 –1,500 ft higher— this would make ski-
ing extinct to all but the highest elevation 
resorts in a bad snow year. With a decrease in 
natural snowfall, resorts will be called upon 
to make more artificial snow, but due to 
the warmer climate there will be fewer cold 
nights under 320f to allow ski resorts to ef-
ficiently make snow. The Sierra Conservation 
Alliance further predicts a shortening of the 
ski season by 7-8 weeks in 100 years, which 
means that most of the major resorts would 
not be able to open earlier than New Years. 
This reduction in the length of the ski season 
would be a huge economic blow to the ski 
industries, upon which the Tahoe area is so 
dependent. Skiing could very well become an 
endangered sport in the Sierra by the turn of 
the century, enjoyed for maybe one or two 
months.

What can you do?
Reduce your energy waste. The more en-

ergy you waste, the more money you waste 
and the more CO2 you contribute to the at-
mosphere.

The best way to do something about cli-
mate change is to reduce your energy con-
sumption. The easiest way to do this is to 
make sure you are using your energy in the 
most effective way possible. There are some 
great options available to increase your en-
ergy efficiency and save money while doing 
it. First get an energy audit done for your 
house, check with your local utility compa-

nies as most of them will do an audit for free. 
An energy audit tells you where your house 
is losing energy and where it is economically 
viable to repair and update. Make sure that 
whoever you use for an audit includes a cost 
payback analysis, so you know how much 
and where you will be saving money. Next, 
replace a minimum of the 6 highest use light 
bulbs in your house with compact fluores-
cent lightbulbs (CFL); if you have already 
done that then replace your whole house. 
Each one of those CFL bulbs will, on average, 
save you about $15 a year. Be sure to check 
your local utility for any rebate program. By 
reducing your household energy consump-
tion you will help reduce your contribution 
to climate change in two ways. First, you will 
reduce the amount of energy you use and 
the subsequent amount of CO2 emissions. 
The second way you help is that you reduce 
the overall demand on the regional energy 
structure decreasing the demand for new 
fossil fuel plants to be built. 

In order to prevent the loss of our snow 
we need to reduce the amount of CO2 we are 
putting into the air. If we still want to be able 
to go skiing over newly fallen snow on those 
crystal clear blue sky “Tahoe” days, then we 
all need to reduce our CO2 production by 
about 2% each year. It comes down to be-
ing a more conscientious consumer. Look to 
reduce your footprint whenever possible. It 
really is the little things that add up, buy 
items with less packaging, reuse what you 
can, switch a light bulb, make a phone call 
to schedule an energy audit for your home, 
because all of this will save you money and 
will help to save our snow.

Nick Sterling is a graduate of the University of 
Colorado, and is currently an Environmental 
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Junior Olympian and still competes nationally at a 
very high level. Direct any questions or comments 
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Further reading and resources:
• Sierra Nevada Conservation Alliance: 
 www.sierranevadaalliance.org/
• Truckee-Donner Public Utility District: 
 www.tdpud.org
• Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change: 
 http://www.ipcc.ch/
• Register your CFL’s: www.onebillionbulb.com


