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Climate change: workshop ponders how to get people to
care
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SEDONA – Getting the average
person to care about global climate
change is a hard sell, a psychology
expert said during a workshop in
Sedona this week.

Scientists talked about the latest
evidence of global climate change
during the first day of the Workshop
on Climate Variability and Ecosystem
Impacts in Southwestern Forests and
Woodlands.

During the second and final day,
speakers focused more on what to
do about climate changes and how
to get citizens involved.

It’s hard to get the average person to
care, said Terry Daniel, professor of
environmental psychology at the
University of Arizona.

Climate change includes a lot of
uncertainties, it’s controversial,
experts are asking people to sacrifice
now for benefits sometime later, the
issue is complex and abstract, and
it’s global instead of local, Daniel
observed.

Humans just aren’t wired to pay
attention to problems that might
occur in the future, he said.

“There’s just no history of humans
responding to that,” he said, pointing
to the lack of interest in California

home owners earthquake insurance
until the state required it, or the
widespread lack of retirement savings
in this country.

He recommended several ways to
stimulate people’s interest, including:
simplify the story, make the risk real
with photos of forests dying off,
show the human consequences with
footage of people who lost their
homes to catastrophic wildfires, have
effective policies prepared for when
policymakers are ready to consider
them, and highlight successes such
as building codes that require
defensible space against wildfires.

Arizonans not only can reduce their
own vehicle emissions and recycle
as much as possible, but they also
can support policy changes, speakers
said. For example, the Arizona
Corporation Commission is
considering requiring utilities to
increase their green power.

One worldwide effort to reduce
greenhouse emissions will culminate
Wednesday when the Kyoto Protocol
goes into effect. The world’s
industrialized countries, except the
United States and Australia, have
signed on to the treaty.

Conference moderator Chris Jones of
the University of Arizona Cooperative
Extension offered a local scenario
that could get people’s attention.

If global warming continues as

scientists generally agree it will,
Prescott could look more like Sedona,
Tucson could look more like Yuma,
and so forth, Jones said.

Marlin Johnson, assistant director of
forestry for the U.S. Forest Service’s
Southwestern Region, brought along
some photos for his workshop
presentation that show the effects of
overcrowded forests coupled with
the 10-year drought the region is
experiencing.

One photo displayed vast swaths of
dead ponderosa pine trees on the
Prescott National Forest, the victims
of the bark beetle epidemic that came
in response to the drought and
overstocked forest conditions.

Another photo showed the Rodeo-
Chediski Fire, more catastrophic than
previous Arizona fires because of the
drought and overstocked forest.

Processes such as wildfire “are not
natural in an unnatural forest,”
Johnson said.

Such catastrophic wildfires also
produce massive amounts of CO2
that contribute to global warming.

Another federal official noted that the
Rodeo-Chediski wildfire went right
around an area where the White
Mountain Apache Tribe had thinned
out the trees a few years earlier.



Ponderosa pine forest densities in the
Prescott National Forest have
increased an average of three to eight
times the densities of 1910, Johnson
said.

Surprisingly, the density of old-
growth trees hasn’t changed much,
he said.

If forest managers reduce the
densities so they’re only about twice
as dense as 1910, wildfires wouldn’t
crown into the treetops and become
catastrophic, he said. But it’s an
expensive and time-consuming
process.

Unscientific caps on the size of trees
that get cut can sometimes make it
impossible to thin them out enough
to make them defensible against
unnatural wildfires, he said. Limiting
the logging to trees 12 inches in
diameter or smaller, for example,
means that the forest can’t get close
enough to its natural state to defend
itself.

Spotted owl regulations prevent the
Forest Service from cutting trees
larger than nine inches in diameter in
habitat areas, Johnson said.

“Letting nature take its course is not
an option,” Johnson said, because
past federal land managers in earlier
decades mismanaged the forests with
actions such as wildfire suppression
and allowed the forests to become
too dense.

“Trees are killing our forests,” agreed
George Duda of the New Mexico
State Forestry Department.

While public debate focuses on
whether the Forest Service should cut
larger, sometimes old-growth trees,
Johnson said the real shortage in the
Southwest is with pine trees that are
two to seven inches in dia-meter.

When those sized trees reach old-
growth status, there could be a real
shortage that produces a large
diversity gap, he said.
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