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ASPEN, Colo. -- The ski industry is one business that is facing the prospect of tough sledding in the years just ahead. According to a survey taken by the National Ski Areas Association, warm weather and low snowfall last winter dropped visitors to ski resorts by almost 16 percent, the sharpest decline in more than 30 years. Of 231 resorts responding, 51 percent opened late and 49 percent shut down early. At least 11 of the nation's 486 resorts went out of business.

The survey concluded that the experience may have just been "an abrupt reminder of the whims of the weather," but it also noted there was the possibility that "long-term climate change" was a factor. The industry has "bounced back" after low snow years in the past, but the survey suggested resort operators might want to consider some changes to protect their business.

Probably the biggest change under way, according to Troy Hawks, spokesman for the ski association, is the purchase of new, automatic snow guns that turn on when their computers detect the "sweet spot": the right mix of temperature and humidity to efficiently spew out man-made snow. . . Hawks acknowledges that the guns are not an answer for every resort, because they're expensive and drive up electricity bills. Many smaller resorts can't afford them, and larger resorts in the West often have fixed water allotments. . . .
As part of its "Climate Challenge" program, the association is working with 18 resort operators that want to tackle the broader climate change issue. They are looking for ways to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions and to help educate members of the skiing and snowboarding public that unless they get involved and get governments involved, winters will gradually become worse.

"Climate is our biggest long-term threat," explained Mike Kaplan, president of Aspen Skiing Co. "Making snow is the No. 1 user of electricity for mountain operations," he added, but he's concluded that more man-made snow is not a long-term fix for Aspen.

In April, Kaplan helped lead businesses in the city of Aspen out of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce because it was lobbying against pending federal legislation that would regulate and gradually reduce greenhouse gas emissions that cause climate change.

In May, his resort staged a snowless ski race where contestants put on skis and roller blades and schlepped around racing gates set in the grass and dirt on the mountain. It was Aspen's contribution to a set of worldwide demonstrations sponsored by the climate change activist group 350.org. 

In June, he announced his resort was installing a $5.4 million system to make electricity out of methane escaping from a nearby coal mine, thus reducing a potent source of emissions. 

"There are a few ski owners who are climate deniers, and that sometimes causes problems," said Theodore Spencer, a senior advocate with the Natural Resources Defense Council. He helped organize the National Ski Areas Association's lobbying efforts in Washington, "Keep Winter Cool." The association brought resort owners and ski celebrities together, and NRDC arranged meetings with lawmakers and key legislative aides. 

Spencer took the campaign to some of the resorts, putting public service ads about climate change on their closed-circuit television systems. When guests turned on the TV, there was Picabo Street telling them they had to do more to ward off climate change. 
European and Australian ski resorts appear to be getting advanced cases of the no-snow blues. In the French Alps, for example, medium-altitude ski resorts have been losing money for years because of poor snowfall. "These areas are not profitable; it is better to close them intelligently," said Jean-Yves Moracchini, a local official in Grenoble.

If and when snow-deprived Europeans and Australians turn up at North America's biggest ski resort, they will see it is struggling to meet the long-term global warming problem head-on by getting its guests to become more involved about stemming climate change.

The massive Whistler Blackcomb resort in British Columbia, has been worrying about the impact of higher temperatures on its business since 1993, according to Arthur De Jong, Whistler's planning manager.

Since then, it has taken a number of steps. Whistler has a breathtaking vertical rise of 1 mile, so it is building its ski trails higher, where it's cooler. It's grooming more slopes on the north side of the mountain, where natural snow lasts longer. It's diverting a portion of a river through a turbine that generates all the resort's electricity before the water is used to make snow. 

Lately, it's been composting most of its food wastes, reducing its overall garbage by 60 percent. Whistler's goal is to reach zero greenhouse gas emissions. 

De Jong said, "We have more capacity here to outrun climate change than the global economy does.

"So how relevant will we be in the future if the average annual temperature goes up 2, 3, 4 degrees?" he asked, noting that severe climate shifts could crash the world's economies, provoke resource wars and generally melt away the number of well-off global tourists that Whistler must attract to stay in business.

"What we need to prove," De Jong said, "is that reducing our carbon footprint is not only doable, but it makes our economy stronger."
