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Climate Change in the Hills: Agricultural adaptation
By Tyler Dawson
When we think of agricultural disasters, probably the two
that spring immediately to mind
are the Great Depression, when
drought reduced entire fields
to naught but dusty wasteland,
and the devastation wrought by
hail storms that level otherwise
healthy crops.
Both of these problems –
along with numerous others –
are potential future issues that
farmers could find themselves
coping with, thanks to extreme
weather and climate change.
On the whole, predicting climate change at the local level is
seriously complicated, and climate science isn’t quite in a position to say, with certainty, what
impact climate change will have
on a particular region.
“Trying to predict what is
going to happen on a local level
is really tricky. We understand
[what’s occurring] much better
on a bigger scale,” said Gary
Martin, a researcher and lecturer in urban sustainability in
the Department of Geography at
Carleton University.
But that doesn’t mean there
aren’t feasible predictions on
how climate change could affect key local industries, such as

agriculture. In part, agriculture
faces similar challenges to the
tourism industry: that same extreme weather that brings about
rain in the middle of winter
leading to adverse ski conditions
is among the same set of trends
that can lead to major crop damage from extreme weather patterns.
“These changes include an
increase in average temperatures year-round, more rain
events (duration, intensity,
and frequency), more freezing
rain, more (and more dramatic)
freeze-thaw cycles, and more
wind events (again, duration,
intensity and frequency),” explained Martin in an email.
The federal government is
taking a faintly optimistic view,
noting that a shortened winter
could mean a longer growing
season, and perhaps the introduction of more profitable crops
as the climate changes. This
approach, though, could prove
to be short-sighted and looks
at the issue through a narrow
lens: warmer summers may
mean loss of other types of agriculture, such as raising beef –
cattle may not be able to tolerate
increased temperatures.
In the Outaouais, according to a provincial government
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document, there are around 900
farms. As for specific agricultural activities, beef ranching is
worth around $17 million annually, and dairy farming $27 million. The industry, though, has
seen diversification into new
crops and means of production.

“[Climate change]
is definitely something I’m concerned
about, not just as a
farmer, but as a human being.”
- Sean Butler
Interestingly, the document
says this is driven by “growing consumer demand for fresh
foods, health products and organic products.”
Sean Butler of Ferme et
Forêt has tapped into that de-
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mand. The farm, which he runs
with partner Geneviève LeGalLeblanc, though not certified
organic, produces a variety of
products, including maple syrup, mushrooms, and eggs for
buyers located in Chelsea, Wakefield, Ottawa, and Gatineau.
“[Climate change] is a pretty
big issue for me. It’s definitely
something I’m concerned about,
not just as a farmer, but as a human being on the planet,” Butler
told the Low Down.
As a farmer, Butler is concerned about the migration of
pests northward as the climate
warms and they are able to survive northern winters. In particular, he said he’s worried about
the Asian long-horned beetle, a
major pest in the northern United States that destroys maple
trees.
His maple syrup harvest
could also be affected by unexpected or unusual weather

events – a rapid thaw in the
spring could hurt syrup production. That said, in the two years
his farm near Wakefield has
been in operation, they haven’t
had to contend with devastating
weather, but they still develop
several different crops and products in the interest of diversification.
“Just really not knowing
what to expect with the weather
[creates] a lot more unpredictability…and lack of security,”
he said.
Another consideration of
the agricultural industry is that
it’s actually a major contributor to greenhouse gas emissions
– causing as much as a third of
total emissions by some predictions – thanks to fertilizer production, food packaging, and
transportation, according to a
report in Nature, the science
journal.
Organic food production and
buying food locally can help
offset some of those costs. Additionally, Butler is interested
in carbon farming, where farmers can use vegetation, such as
forests, to help store carbon to
prevent it from entering the atmosphere.
How extreme weather will affect food production in the Hills
is an ongoing study in unpredictability.
Only one thing is certain:
farmers will need to keep pace
and alter their methods and
output as temperatures fluctuate and precipitation and wind
events become more uncertain.

