How will WNC be affected by global warming?
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ASHEVILLE – While the southern Appalachians haven’t yet seen the rapid warming evident in the Arctic and other parts of the world, local experts expect that rising temperatures will change life in Western North Carolina.

With the release Friday of the second in a series of reports from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, scientists warned of changes worldwide over the next century due to the increasing amount of greenhouse gases humans pump into the atmosphere, driving their cars, heating and cooling their homes, and power cities and factories.

“That’s the million dollar question that a lot of people are starting to ask. What’s going to happen to areas of Western North Carolina?” said Gary Peeples, spokesman for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife office in Asheville.

“What was an eye-opener in this report was that the impacts are incredibly varied and extensive across the globe,” said David Levinson, a physical scientist with the Climate Monitoring Branch of the National Climatic Data Center in Asheville. Levinson also was part of the U.S. government’s official review of the report, chairing a committee that oversaw impacts on coastlines, small islands and freshwater systems.

“The Southeast is not warming at the same rate at the rest of the globe,” Levinson explained. Scientists suspect that more pollution or increased cloud cover may be sheltering the region somewhat. 

“The regional scale is much different from the global scale,” Levinson said. “Scientists are in fair agreement that there is global warming largely due to greenhouse gases, but how it’s going to affect Asheville is hard to say.”

The Southeast could be plagued in years to come with more intense hurricanes, and heavier storms with the risk of flash flooding. Air quality, already a concern over the mountains of Western North Carolina, could worsen with more smog and ozone due to rising temperatures.

As winters tend to get warmer and Asheville gets fewer major snowstorms, the area could see more ice storms and sleet instead, Levinson said. 

The heaviest impact will be on the coastlines, including the Outer Banks of North Carolina, which could be hammered by more intense hurricanes and swamped by sea levels that could rise by 7 inches to 2 feet over the next century.

While growing seasons could lengthen in some areas, benefiting some agriculture, farmers may have to contend with more pests, which have typically been controlled by colder winters. 

Areas in drought will become even drier, adding to the risks of hunger and disease in poorer countries, the report said. 

Scientists warned that up to 30 percent of species face an increased risk of vanishing if global temperatures rise 3.6 degrees above the average in the 1980s and 1990s.

“There’s no reason to expect that the Southern U.S. is going to be different than the rest of the regions. We are seeing impacts in all groups, trees, herbs, grasses, fish, bird, mammals, butterflies, invertebrates have been seen on all continents,” said Camille Parmesan, a scientist at the University of Texas. 

In the Southern Appalachians, particularly in Western North Carolina, that could be bad news for the higher elevations and the southern-most habitats of spruce forests, grassy balds and many endangered wildlife and plants, said Peeples.

Rising temperatures could cause air quality to worsen or invite more invasive species and pests into the region, scientists fear.

At risk could be creatures such as the Spruce Fir Moss spider, the word’s tiniest tarantula, or the Roan Mountain bluet, a wildflower that grows on the grassy bald on the Tennessee border, Peeples said. 

“These habitats don’t cover much area, but they are extremely important to the biodiversity of the region,” Peeples said. “We are going to keep our eye on impacts of climate change in our area, particularly on these habitats.”

“The impacts of climate change are likely to mean the world your grandchildren live in will be different from the world we live in today,” said Thomas Wilbanks of the Oak Ridge National Laboratory and a coordinating author for Friday’s IPCC report. “But there are steps our societies can take to begin to mitigate and adapt to these projected changes.”

Taking local steps to reduce emissions from cars, homes and power plants around Western North Carolina may have little effect on a global scale, Levinson said. “But reducing driving and using alternative fuels is not only good for reducing the carbon, but for controlling local pollution. Cleaning up the air in Asheville, that may help.”

