Conservationist sounds alarm on global warming
Deborah Williams presses Alaskans to lead battle against global warming
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(Published: June 20, 2006) 

For a woman committed to a depressing subject, Deborah Williams is disarmingly optimistic. Like her hero Paul Revere, Williams has crisscrossed the state over the past 10 months spreading the alarm, and the need for hope, about global warming. She travels equipped with laptop and PowerPoint presentation. 

"The Btus (a standard unit of heat energy) are coming," she says, marching the heel of her hand across her desktop. More than anyone else, Alaskans are witness to its changes, she says. 

A year ago, Williams left her position as executive director of the Alaska Conservation Foundation to spread word of global warming's dangers. Part passionate conservationist, part savvy politician, she calls it the biggest threat to Alaska and the world. 

On a warm summer day in Anchorage, Williams doesn't so much sit at her desk as scoot between ringing phones, dinging e-mails and frequent trips to answer the door. The looming question is: Can a one-woman show change comfortable habits and spur the audience to action? 

Our conversation was edited for space and clarity. 

Q. What sparked your interest in global warming? 

A. I was first introduced to the issue of global warming as it was impacting Alaska when I was special assistant (to) the secretary of the interior (for) Alaska. Since then, the science has evolved and the clear seriousness of this issue has grown. I realized that if I was going to effectively be a part of protecting Alaska for present and future generations, it was time to focus on the greatest threat to Alaska: global warming. 

Q. What would you say is the biggest adverse impact on Alaska as a result of global warming? 

A. Actually, I think there are four. 

Melting ice: Since 1979, the summer extent of the Arctic ice cap has shrunk significantly; the equivalent of two Texases' worth of ice has disappeared. Now we are beginning to see the biological impact of that melting ice on the species that depend on it for habitat. Probably the most recent, and the most dramatic, is polar bear cannibalism. Prior to 2004, there was no reported evidence of polar bear cannibalism for food (as opposed to territory) in Alaska or Canada. Over the course of 2 ½ months in 2004, a period of extreme ice retreat, there were three separate instances of polar bear cannibalism for food in Alaska and Canada. Probably the most shocking of these was a male polar bear that attacked a den containing a mother and two cubs. The cubs were smothered, and the female was dragged from the cave and eaten. This is the brutal evidence of global warming. It is shocking, but it's not surprising. 

Drying forests: Trees like white spruce, black spruce and birch, are experiencing reduced growth with warmer temperatures. They are also being adversely affected by a whole range of diseases that weren't problems before, such as spruce bud worm, various leaf miners and much more intense instances of spruce bark beetle. Combined with that, you have melting permafrost, which causes big areas of collapse and tree death, and increased fire. Scientists like Dr. Glenn Juday at the University of Alaska Fairbanks are predicting that we will no longer have boreal trees in Interior Alaska by the end of the century if we continue emitting carbon dioxide at rates similar to today. 

Diseased salmon: This represents a threat that is really underappreciated by Alaskans. Increased water temperatures are impacting both salmon eggs and allowing diseases to proliferate in adults. Siltation from melting glaciers is also disrupting the salmon's food chain. The Alaska Department of Fish and Game says that salmon eggs should not be exposed to water temperatures above 55 degrees Fahrenheit, but we are seeing these temperatures in salmon streams throughout the state. In the Yukon, a disease called ichthyophonus is infecting our salmon. Ichthyophonus is a dreadful protozoan parasite that attacks salmon muscle, spoils the meat and kills them. 

Coastal communities and inundation: The communities on the Bering Sea and the Arctic Ocean are losing their land at unprecedented rates due to sea level rise and stronger storm cycles. I believe we have an obligation to move these communities intact to suitable land. Shishmaref, for example, has been an intact tribe for at least 4,000 years in that area, and to expect these peoples, who do not contribute much carbon dioxide, to dissipate and lose their tribal ties is reminiscent of the extermination of tribal activities in the 19th century. And it's not going to get better. Scientists now believe that if we triple the level of carbon dioxide in our atmosphere, we are at risk of raising sea levels by up to 20 feet. When you map out what Alaska looks like under 13 to 20 feet of water (rise), it's a devastating portrayal. Take the Bethel region, for example. Under 13 feet of water, almost every community in that area will be inundated, and all the critical goose habitat in the Yukon Delta Wildlife Refuge will be underwater. This should be unacceptable to the American public. 

Q. You've called Alaska the Paul Revere of global warming. What do you mean by that? 
A. Alaska is indeed the Paul Revere of global warming. Alaska has warmed 4 degrees Fahrenheit on average over the last 50 years -- that's four times the average global warming. We see the threat more acutely than anyone else, and we must spread the word. 

Q. So you do you see global warming as a moral issue? 

A. I feel strongly that we have a moral responsibility to reduce human-caused emissions. We have a moral responsibility to protect, not diminish, biodiversity and the richness of species. There are predictions that if we continue on our reckless emission curve that we will reduce both plant and animal species by 25 percent by midcentury. We are stealing from future generations if we do not act responsibly on global warming. For those people who may not feel the moral imperative to reduce carbon dioxide and methane emissions, I think there are compelling reasons to do it for economic purposes. 

Q. For a state wholly dependent on oil revenues, doesn't it seem a contradiction to ask the rest of the world to cut back on its consumption in order to reduce the emissions that contribute to global warming? 

A. No one is asking for Americans or others to reduce their emissions of carbon dioxide to zero. Kyoto (an international treaty), which was so controversial in the United States, simply asked for a reduction of carbon dioxide emissions below 1990 levels by 5 to 7 percent. 

No one is saying oil production is going to cease when we act more responsibly on both production and emission generation. It is not. We are not going to diminish our quality of life. We are going to enhance it. 

Alaska has the potential of being in a win-win solution when we responsibly address global warming. The most important win is that we maintain what is special about Alaska. We maintain winters that sustain sport activities and other economic activities that rely on snow and ice. We maintain our species that have economic value such as salmon and other fish species. 

We maintain our cultures and intact ecosystems We also win because we have the potential to contribute a great deal to carbon-free energy. Once we as a nation decide to reduce carbon emissions, especially if we invest in carbon-free, renewable energy, Alaska will be spurred to increase its wind, geothermal, tidal and wave production and potentially become a hydrogen player. 

Q. What are some realistic adaptations and/or solutions to global warming? 

A. To address global warming, we need to take steps at the individual, local, state, federal and international levels. 

As individuals, we can do several things. First, look at your patterns of activity and consumption and ask if there are areas in which you can conserve. Second, use the most energy-efficient appliances, light bulbs and vehicles that you can. This will save money in the mid- and long term, and it will reduce emissions significantly. Lastly, express your concerns about global warming, and demand action on local, state, federal and utility levels. 

I believe every municipality or local government has the responsibility to be leaders on carbon dioxide and methane emission reductions for their community. Fortunately, there are organizations that can help municipalities first assess the amount of carbon dioxide and methane emissions they are responsible for and come up with a very practical, cost-effective way to reduce emissions. The primary organization that is doing this work is called ICLEI (the International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives). 

On the state level, we should have a leadership role not only in determining the cost of global warming and ways to reduce its impacts but also in setting standards. Many states throughout the nation have set standards of how much renewable energy should be part of a utility's energy base -- these are called renewable portfolio standards. They set standards, and then the utility companies respond appropriately. 

On a national level, there are two major categories of laws that need to be passed. One is embodied by the McCain-Lieberman legislation, which essentially caps the amount of emissions and then allows companies to trade their emission reductions. The other thing that Congress must do is increase the required fuel efficiency of vehicles. The two major sources of carbon dioxide emissions are point source for electricity generation and vehicles. 

Q. How can people learn more about global warming's impact on Alaska, and what we can do to adapt? 

A. I recommend people obtain and read the Arctic Climate Impact Assessment. This was an international effort on the part of over 300 scientists and other experts to describe the impacts from global warming. It describes in the most straightforward and compelling way the science behind global warming, the impacts we're observing and the projected impacts if we don't do something about it (www.acia.uaf.edu). 

In terms of solutions, you can access a whole array of sources, from my Web site (www.alaskaconservationsolutions.com) and the Web site created for the film about global warming, "An Inconvenient Truth," now playing in Anchorage (www.climatecrisis.net). There's also a terrific organization here in Anchorage called Renewable Energy for Alaska Project (www.alaskarenewableenergy.org). 



Daily News reporter Kate Cheney Davidson can be reached at kdavidson@adn.com.

