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Preface

In the fall of 2015, I first noticed that climate change is changing sports.

On a gap year, I traveled to the French Alps to work as an Overseas Operations Coordinator for a small British ski company. It was a seasonal job, and I didn’t expect it to be particularly challenging; I would be responsible for booking bus transfers between airports and many resorts across the French and Italian Alps. I’d also be responsible for the add-ons of each group’s trip, like ski rentals, lessons, lift tickets, and the occasional round of pub trivia.

At the resort, staff were housed four to a room on bunk beds, in the hotel’s basement. Not exactly glamorous. But it was straightforward work, made better by great people.

The ski conditions, however, left much to be desired. Originally, an early dusting of snow in November left us hoping the mountain would open the first week of December. But the snow gods weren’t operating on our schedule. Opening day got pushed back to mid-December, and was only possible thanks to snowmaking technology, with limited open runs. These conditions remained until the second week of January. I remember because the general vibe in town for that first month reflected the poor conditions on the mountain: glum and grey. My dad and stepmom visited for a week at Christmas, but skied only once because conditions were so sub-par. They returned their skis mid-week.

In the four weeks between when the season was supposed to start and when the real snow finally arrived, the tourism industry suffered. Several small restaurants in town changed their schedules to open for fewer days each week or cut their lunch service to save on labor costs. Shopkeepers at the three separate ski-rental stores near our hotel told me their sales were down compared to the year before because tourists were cutting their ski holidays short, or not coming at all. And it wasn’t just an economic problem, though that alone could be catastrophic to a place like this.

Early-season injury rates were unusually high. On bad snow, slush or ice, the rate of accidents – particularly among unskilled skiers – seems to increase. Adding insult to injury, when conditions don’t allow for all the runs to be opened, ski areas will typically funnel skiers onto a few runs where snow guns can ensure reliable conditions. The extra traffic on these runs increases the chance of collision, especially among inexperienced skiers and children. As part of my job with the ski company, I would occasionally be sent to the hospital to check on an injured client in the emergency room. Every time I went, the waiting room was full. Broken wrists and dislocated shoulders for snowboarders, knee injuries for skiers.

On my third visit, I asked the triage nurse whether this was normal. She told me injury rates were high. The radiologist had a similar answer to the same question: he likened the injury rates on this early January Tuesday to “the busiest Saturday when all the kids are here”.

When the heavy snow finally arrived, local skiers got excited and took more risks than usual. I know because I was one of them. Three days after the first big snowfall, I went off-piste skiing and caught the tip of my ski on a section of ice under the powder, which destabilized me, keeping my right leg locked in place while the other barreled full speed ahead. I bailed and landed on rocks, damaging two of the ligaments in my knee and obliterating both menisci. Under my snow pants, I could feel the swelling stretching the fabric of my leggings. By the time I got to the bottom of the hill and took my snow pants off, my knee had turned purple. I knew my season was over.

Because I was on a work visa that would expire at the end of the ski season, and the surgeries and recovery would take much longer than that, the doctors decided I should be repatriated to Canada. But first, I would have to stay in France for three more weeks to stabilize the injury and ensure I wouldn’t develop a blood clot on the high-altitude flight home. In the weeks between my injury and my repatriation, my life changed.

Each day, I sat on a single bed in a small hotel room with salmon-colored walls. I hated those walls. I was grateful that the hotel staff put me in a guest room so I’d be on a floor with an elevator. I spent most of my time watching the news, but to break up the mundanity, I’d take shaky walks on my crutches through the town. Because I was moving about as slowly as a two-year-old, I noticed the subtle signs that something was still off, even though the snow was back.

Then, on the evening news, which I dutifully watched from the hotel bar each day, stories of avalanche deaths started popping up. In one case, a group of teenagers were killed in an avalanche at Les Deux Alpes, one of our neighboring mountains. A few weeks later, several Czech skiers were killed by an avalanche while on holiday in Austria. Sure, avalanches happen. But the first half of the 2016 season was especially deadly.1
 In town, I noticed avalanche warning signs and educational materials displayed in the window of the ski ticket office.

On one of those days, I took a cab to the neighboring town for lunch with a colleague. We ate in a building that must have been hundreds of years old, at a little stone-walled restaurant. At the table next to us, a group of older men were chatting in frustrated tones about the possibility of selling their condos on the mountain to buy at a resort with more reliable snowfall. These men worked as ski instructors on the mountain; their logoed jackets gave them away. This is a not-uncommon feature of the resorts in the French Alps, where retirees will live in the mountains for the winter season to teach ski lessons a couple of days a week in exchange for a season pass and some extra income. These men had been skiing in the region their whole lives. The waitress knew their names. This whole community lived and died on the ski season. And they were ready to leave.

In those weeks of hobbling around town and working from my hotel bed, I got an acceptance letter via email to the PhD program in Kinesiology at the University of Minnesota. The acceptance provided exactly the motivational boost I needed to think more critically about what I was seeing out of my window in the Alps.

The weight of the full-length knee brace I wore served as a constant reminder that the economic and health impacts of a bad snow year were deeply consequential for ski communities. I’d grown up skiing at small resorts in eastern Canada, but I’d only ever been there as a tourist. Back then, a bad snow year was simply an inconvenience, a bit of bad luck. Now I had met some of the people whose livelihoods suffered when the snow wasn’t good. It felt personal. It only took a few minutes of searching online to confirm what I already suspected: this was climate change.

The consequences of climate change for the sports sector became clear to me during my season in France. And that got me thinking: it can’t just be skiing.

Four months later, with the first of several surgeries behind me and a break before starting my PhD program, I was looking for something to do, and landed two jobs that would bring me to the 2016 Olympics. Both jobs were essentially the same thing: supporting the moms, dads, partners and siblings of athletes competing in the Games.

And that’s how I found myself in Rio de Janeiro for the summer of 2016. It was incredible, and jarring. Rio is a stunning city, juxtaposing fancy high rises in the beachside neighborhoods of Leblon, Ipanema, and Copacabana, with favelas that sprawled up the hillsides nearby. The city has the best açai and sorbet I’ve ever tasted, and phenomenal panoramic views from the summit of Corcovado. But it’s also very dirty.

Rio was already overwhelmed by waste: the year before the Games, 32 tonnes of dead fish were pulled from the Rodrigo de Freitas lagoon where canoeing and rowing events were due to be held. Officials cited pollution and water temperature as the causes. Guanabara Bay, where sailing, windsurfing, and open-water swimming races were hosted, was also highly polluted. In 2015, during a sailing competition in the Bay, organizers reported that 25 per cent of athletes were affected by nausea and diarrhoea. Brazilian authorities promised a 4-billion-dollar clean-up in and around the bay, but this never materialized. Only 170 million was committed to the cause between 2015 and 2016 and conditions were not much improved. The Olympic organizers created plans to test the water at each venue on a regular basis, and did their best given the time crunch and available resources. In the end, athletes were told to swim with their mouths closed.

In Rio, I had another rude awakening. The number of people, and thus the amount of consumption, at these events is immense. More than 500,000 people traveled to Rio for the Games, each consuming goods, using energy, and emitting pollution through their travels. You can imagine the consequences. Waste systems were overrun by the 17,000 tonnes of waste produced by the event, which only added to the city’s regular high waste stream.

Organizers estimated the venues used 29,500 megawatts of electricity. Official vehicles, which included 1,500 buses for athletes, staff, and volunteers, consumed 23.5 million litres of fuel. In total, it is estimated the Games emitted 3.6 million tonnes of CO2. Even excluding fan travel, the event produced more carbon than 26 countries with a combined population of more than 10 million over the whole of 2016.

Sport’s carbon footprint and contribution to waste is massive. In the current climate, it’s irresponsible to ignore this.

From the beaches of California to the islands of the South Pacific, from the Alps to the Horn of Africa, climate change is threatening sport in every corner of the world. The realities of climate change are now undeniable and likely to worsen. And sports – especially outdoor sports – are on the frontlines; athletes are outside day in and day out, witnessing these changes. They’re seeing climate change in real time, and it’s taking a toll on everything from scheduling to on-field performance, from mental health to the financial bottom line.

The question isn’t whether climate change will impact sports. It already is. The question is: how fast can the sports world adapt?

Note


	1 A few years later, the 2020/21 ski season would become the deadliest on both sides of the Atlantic since the “Winter of Terror” – a three-month stretch in the 1950/51 ski season that saw a series of unprecedented avalanches along the Swiss-Austrian border. An estimated 650 avalanches fell in 1950/51, killing more than 265 people and causing significant damage to several ski villages. Of course, in 2020/21, COVID restrictions led many resorts to open only partially, sending many avid skiers to backcountry trails where risks are higher.






CHAPTER ONE Pregame

In 2020, amid the COVID-19 pandemic, we got a glimpse of life without sports. In a slow domino effect originating in China, then flowing through Europe and North America, the sports industry ground to a halt.

During this pause, for those of us working inside or adjacent to the sports industry, we saw sports adapt. While youth sports and physical activity for people of all ages is essential, with health and social benefits that have been well established through decades of research, it became clear rather quickly that sports as a form of entertainment at the pro and elite levels were not so essential. Sports infrastructure, on the other hand, could be.

A few days after the professional sports sector shut down, organizations and athletes stepped up, including tennis icon Rafael Nadal, basketball stars Zion Williamson and Giannis Antetokounmpo, and American football player Drew Brees. Each player made personal donations to support those impacted by the virus through loss of employment, food shortages, or industry disruptions. More than 100 athletes from 20 sports donated memorabilia to the “Athletes for COVID-19 Relief” fund, which were raffled off to benefit the Center for Disaster Philanthropy’s COVID-19 Response Fund.

By the end of March 2020, sports edged closer to the frontline of the pandemic response. Fields and stadiums in every continent were converted into temporary hospitals, shelters, and emergency resource distribution centers. Very few of the makeshift hospitals actually saw patients; the anticipated patient flow was greater than the actual number of hospitalized COVID patients. While not purpose-built for emergency scenarios, sports facilities make a lot of sense as emergency response sites due to their size, amenities, and durable design.

The COVID pandemic was not the first time sports facilities had been used for emergency services: there is a decades-long history of using stadiums, gyms, arenas, and community centers to house people during natural disasters (I’ll talk about this more in Chapter 8). The difference here was that the COVID pandemic was acute – global in scale – and variations of the same emergency shelter plan were popping up in cities across the globe.

As Greta Thunberg, David Attenborough, and Al Gore have been warning for years (some longer than others), there’s another global crisis underway. According to the United Nations, “climate change is the defining crisis of our time and we are at a defining moment”. In 2019, David Carrington, Environment Editor at the Guardian, penned an update to its internal guidelines for language on climate change: “Instead of ‘climate change’ the preferred terms are ‘climate emergency, crisis or breakdown’ and ‘global heating’ is favoured over ‘global warming’, although the original terms are not banned.”

These terms reflect a growing movement at the city, state, and national level in jurisdictions around the world to declare climate emergencies. As I write this, 1,986 jurisdictions, including 15 nations, and covering more than 1 billion citizens, have declared a climate emergency.1
 Unlike COVID, the climate crisis is a slow burn, one that can be hard to pin down and easy to pass off as someone else’s problem. And yet, the climate crisis is just as global in scale as COVID, will take lives, and stands to slow or even halt the economy in some industries or regions when the worst of its impacts are realized. The biggest advantage we have with the climate crisis is advance notice.


How did we get here?

When I was born, there were 357.85 parts per million (ppm) of carbon in the atmosphere. As I write this, not 30 years later, there are 419.96ppm. This is the greenhouse gas effect in action: the Earth’s surface is warmed by long-lasting gases trapped in the atmosphere, mainly carbon dioxide (CO2), nitrous oxide (N2O), and methane (CH4), alongside a range of industrial gases. These gases allow sunlight to pass through and warm the Earth’s surface, but prevent some of the heat from escaping back into space, causing the planet to warm up. This natural phenomenon was first described by French mathematician Joseph Fourier in 1824. Yes, that’s 200 years ago.

Over time, several warnings about the risks of runaway emissions have been issued to world leaders. One of the earliest warnings came in 1965, when a report by President Lyndon B. Johnson’s Science Advisory Committee warned of the potential consequences of increasing CO2 levels in the atmosphere. Seven years later, in June 1972, the UN Scientific Conference, also known as the First Earth Summit, was held in Stockholm, Sweden, where a declaration was adopted for coordinated international environmental action. In a section on the identification and control of pollutants of broad international significance, the declaration raised the issue of climate change for the first time, warning governments to be mindful of activities that could lead to climate change and evaluate the likelihood and magnitude of climatic effects.

Over the next 20 years, concern for atmosphere and environmental issues grew. In the 1960s and 1970s, the US, Canada, the USSR, India, and Europe saw the fastest rollout of environmental laws of any period in history. That was also the era that gave us Earth Day, the World Wildlife Fund, the Environmental Protection Agency in the US, the Canadian Wildlife Federation, Greenpeace, and the world’s first international environmental convention: the Nordic Environmental Protection Convention of 1974. The environment was popular, and it’s easy to see why. Find me one parent who would prefer for their kid to grow up without clean air, clean water, and a nice place to play outdoors. I’ll wait.

However, in this same period and through the 1980s, another project was afoot across most of the Western world: neoliberalism, aka widespread deregulation and free-market policies to promote capitalism. Economic growth, measured in GDP, was the dominant metric for success. This is still true in the 2020s. Environmental regulatory power was taken out of government hands and put squarely in the corporate sector. The era of voluntary action was born.

In 1992, the international policy community met in Rio de Janeiro for what was called the Rio Summit. This conference birthed the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, the UN agreement ratified by 198 countries to prevent dangerous human interference with the climate. Three years later, in 1995, the parties to the framework (representatives from signatory countries) met in Berlin for the first of several Conferences of the Parties, or COPs. There have been 28 COPs so far, with the latest in Dubai in December 2023. And while marginal improvements have been achieved, the world is still careening toward overuse and catastrophic warming, in part because voluntary action still dominates the agenda and regulations have been politically unpopular in a world focused solely on economic growth.

Things are getting really bad, though. The Institute for European Environmental Policy has calculated that from the beginning of recorded emissions in the 1700s up to 1990, the world emitted 784 billion tonnes of CO2 into the atmosphere. In the 30 years since 1990, the world produced an additional 831 billion tonnes. To be clear, this means that we have emitted more carbon in the last 30 years than we did in the previous 290. Demand for energy and material resources from the planet is growing exponentially, and despite all the COP meetings and policies, we’re way off track to decarbonize. Humankind is consuming far, far too much.

I would be remiss to ignore the fact that not everybody is equally responsible for the climate crisis. In a ground-breaking study published in Climatic Change, Richard Heede produced the most complete picture to date of which institutions have extracted the fossil fuels that have been the root cause of global warming since the 1850s. Rather than focusing on emissions by country, as many studies have done previously (China, the US, India and Russia top that list), Heede aggregated historical emissions according to carbon-producing corporations. The Carbon Majors Report concludes that roughly two-thirds of the CO2 emitted since the Industrial Revolution can be traced to the 90 largest fossil-fuel and cement producers, most of which still operate today.

It took me a minute to pick my jaw up off the floor after reading that. So, not everybody is equally responsible. Some are way more responsible than others – and many of those corporations invest in sports to improve their public image (more on this later).

Those of us living in high-emitting countries per capita – I include myself in this, as a Canadian – are part of the problem. Our consumerist behaviors are too much for the planet to handle. Unfortunately, individual actions won’t solve climate change.

In Canada (I’ll pick on my own country here), the average person produces around 18 tonnes of CO2 per year. The global average, for reference, is 4.8 tonnes. But most of the things we can do to reduce our emissions as individuals, like not driving cars, insulating our homes better, switching to heat pumps instead of furnaces, flying less (or not at all), are actions that we have little choice over because for most people, many of the low-emission options are too expensive or unavailable.

Living in a city center, where public transit is most developed, costs more than living in the suburbs. So people live outside the city and commute, often by car. This is by design; countries assess progress using gross domestic product (GDP), so from an economic standpoint it makes more sense to have people live in bigger homes where they buy more stuff, rely on cars, and live more carbon-intensive lifestyles. With GDP growth as the goal, it doesn’t make sense to incentivize people to live in smaller residences, use public transit, and consume less in general. Government decisions around how our cities were built, where our energy comes from, and how our lives are structured, alongside very smart and successful advertising, have sold the “good life” as one of near-constant consumption.

But let’s say you did everything right and lived the most sustainable life. Put solar panels on the roof, got a heat pump, installed better insulation, stopped flying and driving, reused and repurposed everything, used zero single-use plastics, stopped buying new stuff… it still wouldn’t be enough. Individual carbon footprints, even big ones, like Canadians’ 18 tonnes per year, account for only 0.00000000004 per cent of total global emissions. That’s ten zeros. It’s smaller than a rounding error. So, yes, we should do those things, and every bit counts. But even if you do, those individual actions won’t fix it on their own.

The bigger battle is to learn about climate change, talk about it with the people you know, and demand better policies from our governments
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	1 The Climate Emergency Declaration website tracks climate declarations. It is updated regularly. https://climateemergencydeclaration.org/
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