As Climate Change Zaps Snow, Winter Sport Fans Try to Change Washington
by Stuart Leavenworth
April 27, 2018: Boulder, Colorado – A world-class snowboarder, former Navy SEAL Josh Jespersen served for 4 years in Afghanistan and Iraq.  Last year, he set a single-winter record by climbing and boarding down all 54 of Colorado's 14,000-foot peaks.  When not chasing powder or working as a security guard, Jespersen takes wounded veterans on outdoor treks.
Now he's undertaking a different kind of expedition — urging mountain-state politicians to take seriously the threat of climate change, and working to vote them out of office if they don't.
"This is an issue that is really galvanizing young people," said Jespersen, 31.  He is part of Protect Our Winters (POW), a national group made up of winter sports enthusiasts, resorts and outdoor gear retailers.  But he said it's hard for them to focus on climate change when so many other issues are competing for attention.
Jespersen and other Protect Our Winters advocates are hoping 2018 will be a watershed year for Millennial voters, with climate change as an issue in the mid-term congressional elections.  Founded as a non-profit a decade ago, by pro snowboarder Jeremy Jones, Protect Our Winters recently added a political arm, so it could more directly engage in the 2018 campaign.
Lindsay Bourgoine, manager of advocacy and campaigns for Protect our Winters, said the group this year is focusing on gubernatorial and Congressional races in California, Nevada, Montana and Colorado.
"Those are places with large snow-sports industries and tourism economies that depend on snow and winter," said Bourgoine.  "We have constituencies in those states who really care about climate change and where it is crucial to elect climate-friendly officials."
Surveys are mixed on whether millennials — those born roughly from 1981 to 1996 — are more concerned about climate change than the U.S. population as a whole.  A poll last year by the Pew Research Center suggested that they were, but other surveys have found little noticeable difference, according to Anthony Leiserowitz, a Yale University research scientist who has analyzed public opinion on climate change for a decade.
For Protect Our Winters, the good news is that Republican millennials tend to be more worried about a warming planet than other Republicans, and young people in general are more politically engaged than they were in recent elections, Leiserowitz said.
"Youth participation in the vote is going to be higher in 2018," said Leiserowitz.  He notes Protect Our Winters isn't alone in highlighting climate change issues.  California billionaire Tom Steyer is pouring money into his Next Gen campaign, which is engaging the youth vote on 5 issues, one of which is global warming.
According to a 2017 report by the Outdoor Industry Association, there are roughly 9.3 million active alpine skiers and 7.6 million snowboarders nationwide, the largest subset of winter sports enthusiasts.  To reach these groups and expand its reach in Washington, Protect Our Winters has recruited scores of winter sports athletes to spread its message.
One of these is Alexi "Lexi" duPont, a 29-year-old mountain free skier from Sun Valley, Idaho, who soared to fame after appearing in several ski films by the late Warren Miller.  Dupont has more than 23,000 followers on Instagram, where she chronicles her environmental activism and outdoor adventures.  She's also talked to Idaho school assemblies about climate change and has helped start an educational video series called Down to Earth, to connect students with the melting of ice caps in the Arctic.
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