Climate Change Could Shift Iconic Ohio Buckeyes’ Habitat to Michigan
by Laura Arenschield
Nov. 24, 2014 - There is a lot we could lose if we don’t get a handle on climate change.  Clean air.  Manageable storms.  A variety of animals and plants and a few islands.
But buckeyes?  The state trees of Ohio?  To Michigan?  “Dread the thought,” said Roger Williams, an associate professor of forest management at Ohio State University.
But that could happen if the world keeps warming, Williams said yesterday during a climate-change-oriented tour of the Ohio State University campus.  The tour was sponsored by the Environment Ohio Research and Policy Center, an environmental advocacy organization.
Buckeye trees have thrived in Ohio because of this state’s particular mix of temperatures and moisture in the air, Williams said.  But climate change, the average warming of the Earth, could make Ohio’s environment less hospitable to buckeyes.  As a result, the trees probably would do better to the north, in a climate similar to that of Ohio now.  “The buckeye will probably stay here,” Williams said, standing at Buckeye Grove, a walkway lined with dozens of buckeye trees directly behind Ohio Stadium.  “But its range will be different.  And if it migrates, it likely will go to Michigan.”
Earth’s average temperature increased by about 1°C during the 20th century, NASA research shows.  The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, which includes more than 1,300 scientists from around the world, has predicted that temperatures could rise anywhere from 2.5°C to 10°C over the next 100 years.
Scientists overwhelmingly agree that climate change is real, and has been caused in large part by greenhouse-gas emissions, from the burning of coal and natural gas for energy and transportation.
In the Midwest, scientists say, that could mean extreme heat, heavy downpours and flooding that could affect health, farms, forests and transportation.  Climate change also could make it easier for toxic algae blooms to grow in lakes throughout the Midwest; that’s already a problem in Ohio, where a toxic bloom contaminated Toledo’s public drinking-water supply for 2 days this summer.
Those algae feed on phosphorus and nitrogen, which get into watersheds via fertilizers and manure, with failing septic systems or combined sewer systems.  But the algae also need warm water to grow.  Global warming is only exacerbating that problem, scientists who research Lake Erie have said.
Rick Hicks, health and sustainability planner for Columbus Public Health, said during yesterday’s tour that the warming climate could cause public-health problems.  “The health of our environment and the health of individuals is connected,” Hicks said.  Asthma and heart-disease rates could increase with higher temperatures and lower air quality, he said.  Higher temperatures also could increase the range of disease-carrying insects such as ticks and mosquitoes, he said.
More people could be hurt or killed in stronger blizzards and hurricanes.
Paula Brooks, a Franklin County commissioner who in 2013 was appointed to President Barack Obama’s Task Force on Climate Preparedness and Resilience, said Ohio lawmakers and local-government leaders need to invest more in “green” energy sources such as solar and wind power.
Brooks said coal miners and workers at coal-fired power plants need training to move into other jobs.  “We can’t delay,” Brooks said.  “We have to look at embracing the new energy economy.”
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