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raise your kids.” But warmer weather, and more spruce cones both
favour the pups first out of the starting blocks. “First come, first
served,” Dr. McAdam quips.

These pups are bigger and more independent when fall comes—
handy when defending their territory. The genetic bottom line is
that after four generations and 10 years, today’s squirrels give birth

I8 days earlier in the year than their great-great-great- (you get the
| picture) grandmothers did.

Mid=Lat Crisis
| Notice where the red squirrels live. Southeast Yukon. Geographically
speaking, that’s mid-latitude and that’s where scientists expect to
| see the greatest biological response to climate change, says Dr.
Andrew Weaver, a University of Victoria climatologist.

“Earlier spring blooming occurs in the middle latitudes,” Dr.
Weaver explains. “The red squirrels in the Yukon—middle latitudes.
The pine beetle [infestation] in northern British Columbia (forests)
is also a good indication of warmer weather. You need really cold
winters to kill them off. We haven'’t had those in a while.” An
we're talking middle latitudes.

The polar regions and the tropics are another story. “The polar
regions have the greatest natural variability, so it’s hard to attribute the
changes there to climate change. And the tropics are very complex. El
Nifio strongly affects any signal [of climate change],” Dr. Weaver says.

One concrete sign of polar warming, however, is melting perma-
| frost. Dr. Terry Root, a Stanford University biologist, studies biologi-

cal responses to warming. She points out that regions like Alaska are

already hit hard by warming trends. “Due to permafrost melting,
| many buildings are beginning to look like Leaning Towers of Alaska,”
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| Adaptation o Extinetion
Okay, so what does all this mean? Dr. Weaver spends most of his
time in the past, building computer models that scientists hope will
| give us more clues to the consequences of climate change, including
warming trends.
“We have some examples 135,000 years ago, of fossil remains of
| hippos in Northern Europe,” Dr. Weaver says. “Climates of the past
have been conducive to animal movement.” To make predictions
about species, he says, “you have to understand the basic biology of
a creature.” And even then it’s tricky—we've tried to predict salm-
on migrations for decades but it’s still an inexact science. All sorts
| of factors play a role in adaptation. Dr. Weaver says that for sure
C0,—the main global warming ingredient—fertilizes and enhances
plant life. So, the Northern Hemisphere should experience refores-
| tation. “But, that does become dependent on water availability.”
Dr. Root points out that first, as trees move north, other habitats,
such as the tundra and bogs get squeezed. “Second, species that live
in the habitat that the trees provide, may not be able to move with
the trees,” she says. That tears apart species communities.

Chan\yﬁ‘A Constant
It's a complicated issue, but scientists know that knowledge is
| power, and the more they discover, the better chance we have of
doing the right thing. That’s one reason Dr. McAdam’s out there
| camping with other biologists, amidst the squirrels, with no electric-
ity or running water, from early March until late August each year.
(They do go to town and shower once a week!)
I “Organisms are continuously evolving to changes in their envi-
ronment. Climate change represents the greatest environmental
change facing most wild animals today,” Dr. McAdam says. “| con-
sider our work to be one of the many warning signs that wild animal
populations are already being affected.”
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