Climate Change: It's Real and It's Here, Expert Says
by Suzanne Weiss
April 27, 2013: Manitowoc, Wisc. - 25 years ago, James Brey was a climate change denier.  “Then the evidence began to mount,” he said.  “At some point, doubts began to diminish and the conviction began to grow.”  Today, Brey, American Meteorological Society education program director, is a believer.
You might say he was preaching to the choir Thursday night when he spoke to a group of about 50 concerned citizens gathered in the Riverview Room at the Wisconsin Maritime Museum for his climate change workshop.  The workshop was presented by Friends of the Manitowoc River Watershed in conjunction with the Lakeshore Natural Resources Partnership.
Impact on Area Water Bodies
“Lake Michigan is probably going to change its level ...  mostly lower due to increased evaporation with the increased warming.  If the lake levels are lower, of course, that means that the river level is lower,” he said before his talk.  “We have to plan ahead for changing lake levels.”
Brey, who works in Washington, D.C., is no stranger to the area’s lakes and rivers.  He was born in Manitowoc and has a home in Chilton.  The emeritus professor of geography and geology at University of Wisconsin-Fox Valley drove home 5 key points in his workshop: “Climate change is real.  It’s caused by us.  It’s mostly going to be bad.  Climate scientists agree.  There are solutions.”
Studying Evidence
Brey has personally seen signs pointing to rapid climate change in modern times, when he studied deep-sea sediment cores dating back hundreds of thousands of years, taken while he was on a research ship off of the coast of British Columbia as well as in the Caribbean.  Scientists also study other past-climate evidence found in ice cores, tree rings, fossil pollen, coral, rocks, soil and cave formations, as well as modern-day ground, sea and satellite-based instruments and observations, he said.
What they found what that modern climate change was happening much more rapidly than past changes and humans were at the root of the problem, Brey said.  “The industrial world is the main culprit in CO2 emissions,” he said.
Brey pointed to warming temperatures, glacial ice melt, flooding and droughts, a rise in sea levels, and more violent weather conditions, including Superstorm Sandy and Hurricane Katrina, as recent evidence of climate change.
Higher acidity levels in the oceans, caused by climate change, are harming single-celled organisms, shellfish and corals.  Climate change can also result in species loss, fresh food and water supply shortages, more destructive fires and health concerns, he said.
Finding Solutions
“This could be a doom-and-gloom story if there weren’t solutions,” Brey said.  “When humankind is threatened, they tend to be adaptable.”
He advocated more sustainable lifestyles, reducing energy waste and consumption, ramping up renewable energy, including wind and solar power, advocating for environmentally friendly manufacturing and building, ending the burning of coal, reducing burning of oil, and increasing reliance on natural gas — to the point of giving the highly criticized fracking or hydraulic fracturing a chance.
The country needs to have rational planning for sea-level rise, and its infrastructure needs to be adapted to increased impacts from storms, Brey said.
Other solutions involve more research on the climatic response of food plants, developing agricultural hybrids, researching geo-engineering solutions, and enhancing geopolitical stability.  “We’re going to have to cooperate with each other to meet this very, very big challenge,” he said.
Manitowoc River Watershed
In her introduction, Kim Kettner, co-leader of the watershed group, pointed to the river outside of the museum.  She said that she stood in the Riverview room one day and watched the rain come down on the parking lot across the street and empty into the river, which was turning murky and brown.  “At that moment in time, I thought this is what our group can take on.  We can make a difference,” she said.  Evan Murdock, of the University of Wisconsin Sea Grant program, helped facilitate a question-and-answer session following the workshop.
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