As New Climate Brings Less Snow and Ice, Michigan Winter Businesses Struggle
by Marla R. Miller
Dec. 27, 2021 (abridged) – Jim Rudicil says West Michigan winters have been fickle since 1984 — the year he helped open the winter sports complex inside Muskegon State Park.
The longtime executive director of the Muskegon Luge Adventure Sports Park, formerly known as Muskegon Winter Sports Complex, and his team have made do with Mother Nature’s handiwork.  But it’s growing increasingly difficult.  So much so that he’s shifted focus to year-round adventure activities at the park....
 Winter brings in big tourism dollars to the state, generating $3.6 billion in traveler spending in 2020, according to TravelUSA....
But warmer winters due to climate change are jeopardizing businesses that rely on cold-weather tourism.  They are threatening the state’s reputation as a Water-Winter Wonderland, a historic slogan being revived through a new license plate. 
Muskegon Luge has always relied on natural snowfall and sustained below freezing temps to keep the park open.  None of the facilities are refrigerated, including the natural-ice luge track designed by Olympian Frank Masley that draws thrill seekers from across the state and nation.
In the last 5 years, Muskegon Luge hasn’t opened for the busy holiday break, due to a lack of snow.  “We’ve always been subject to the weather, but we don’t even think about Christmas break anymore,” Rudicil said.  “We feel that we are seeing our seasons get shorter every year.  We plan for a 6- to 8-week season instead of the 12 weeks it used to be.”
A similar trend is unfolding across Michigan, especially for many winter businesses, activities and facilities that rely on snow and cold temperatures.  Snowmobile races and rides, winter festivals, and ice fishing tournaments have been postponed or canceled due to warm weather in recent years.  The state’s ski resorts remain busy, but they increasingly rely on snowmaking to sustain operations.
“The cycles and the rhythms of snow and ice and water are changing, and it’s changing quite rapidly at this point,” said Richard Rood, a professor of climate and space science and engineering at the University of Michigan.  “It’s all a consequence of it getting warmer.  We really anticipate that to be the case for the coming decades.”
Winters Warming Faster than Other Seasons
....  In a state that touts winter tourism as much as warm-weather recreation, the weather shifts are becoming more noticeable.  Most of the state saw above-average temperatures in October, causing leaves to linger on trees well into mid-November. 
The Grand Rapids area had the warmest start to October on record, and northeast Michigan saw the 2nd warmest October on record, according to the National Weather Service.  Tornadoes ravaged southern states on Dec. 10, followed by another potent winter storm Dec. 15 to 16 that downed trees and knocked out power across the Midwest.  Michigan also experienced record-setting temperatures and high winds. 
In the northern hemisphere, meteorological winter runs from Dec. 1 through the end of February.  According to a recent report by The Weather Channel, winter is the fastest warming season in much of the United States.  The biggest jump was in the Great Lakes and northeastern regions of the country.
“Winter is warming more quickly than summer, and that’s not just in Michigan; that happens in many places that are outside of the tropics,” Rood said.
Rood also serves as co-principal investigator at Great Lakes Integrated Sciences and Assessments (GLISA).  In particular, winter and spring are warming faster.  There have been “pretty big changes over the last 50 to 60 years, and it’s been accelerating in the last decade,” Rood said.
GLISA’s work involves climate science and research to help Great Lakes’ communities plan for and respond to climate impacts in the present and future.
Rising temperatures also cause changes to precipitation patterns.  Some parts of Michigan are seeing more rain or freezing rain in December and January as the freeze-snow boundary inches northward. 
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) noted that Michigan’s “small lakes are freezing later and thawing earlier than a century ago, which shortens the season for ice fishing and ice skating.”  Since the early 1970s, winter ice coverage in the Great Lakes has decreased by 63%, according to the EPA. 
That said, GLISA points out that annual snowfall has increased around Lake Michigan and Lake Superior, though the amount of time that snow covers the ground is shortening.
A decrease in lake ice cover, coupled with increases in lake water temperature due to warmer air temperatures, set up the right conditions for more lake-effect snowfall.
“In any particular winter, it depends on whether or not the lakes are freezing,” Rood said.  “If they are not freezing, water can evaporate.  Once they freeze, they cut off the evaporation.” 
....  “When you get a snowstorm, it’s likely to be bigger, which is a little counter-intuitive,” Rood said.  “When it’s cold enough to snow, you’re likely to see big snowstorms.”
[See original URL for the rest of the story, at length.]
michiganadvance.com/2021/12/27/as-snow-and-ice-disappear-with-climate-change-some-michigan-businesses-struggle/?utm_source=ActiveCampaign&utm_medium=email&utm_content=Climate+news%3A++TDC_DAILY_LEAD_TITLE&utm_campaign=TDC+Daily+-+Outlook
