Vanishing Fruits, Veggies: Could Climate Change What We Eat?
by Dale Neal
April 23, 2015 – Even with a thriving local food movement, Asheville remains dependent on food shipped into the mountains, says Laura Lengnick of Warren Wilson College.
With California's Central Valley and Florida producing 70% of our fruits and vegetables, the drought in the Central Valley or rising sea levels in the Sunshine State, brought on by climate change, could change what we eat.  "No matter where you live, climate change is affecting the cost, quality, and availability of the foods that you enjoy," Lengnick said.
But even with a warming planet, not all is doom and gloom.  In her book "Resilient Agriculture," Lengnick interviewed 25 farmers from across the nation, to discover what they're doing to protect their livelihoods and our food supplies against unpredictable long-term weather patterns.
"The data on climate change can be scary.  It is certainly sobering," said Lengnick, whose work was published this month by New Society.  "But there is a positive message in agriculture - that we can mitigate the effects of climate change and enhance our resilience."
With experts like Lengnick and resources like the National Climatic Data Center — the world's largest repository of weather records, going back a century — Asheville is building a national reputation in tackling the challenges of climate change.
Helping laypeople understand the raw data of climate science could be Asheville's talent in the emerging knowledge sector, said Jim Fox, director of UNC Asheville's National Environmental Modeling and Analysis Center.  "Most of us don't make decisions based on data.  We make decisions on what we care about.  Food is certainly one of those things," he said.
"Having people like Laura, who are able to see the linkages between climate change and agriculture, and be able to explain that to groups of people, that is a real local competitive advantage," Fox said.
What Is Changing
Farmers have worried about weather since the first human planted the first seed for food.  But for the past 15 years, modern farmers are seeing harder rains, deeper droughts, and weirder weather, year after year, that point to climate change. "We've done this before as a species.  Humans may have developed agriculture itself as a way of coping with climate change," Lengnick said.
In her research, Lengnick found that changing climate has started to stress the soil and affect water quality.  "The removal of topsoil and nutrients, and the addition of pesticides from agricultural soils via wind and water, also have far-reaching effects on environmental quality, both locally and globally," she writes in her new book.
In 2013, Lengnick was also author of the U.S Department of Agriculture's first report on climate change and farmers.  That report was folded into the comprehensive National Climate Assessment that was issued last year.
Over the past few years, Lengnick has sensed the public debate shifting from whether climate change is real, to what should be done to mitigate the effects of hotter temperatures.
But many of the farmers she interviewed still balked at the term "climate change," which remains politically charged for some.  A Pew Research Center survey in January found 54% of Democrats see climate change as a top priority, versus only 15% of Republicans.  "When I asked about climate change, I didn't get a lot of response," Lengnick said.  "When I asked, 'have you seen any changes in weather patterns?' they about talked my ear off."
Scientists agree that climate change, fueled mainly by man-made emissions of greenhouses gases, could raise the world's average temperature at least 2°C by the end of this century.
While Western North Carolina has been spared the extreme droughts out West, and temperature spikes, the region is still warming rapidly.  Under current greenhouse emissions, the Asheville area is likely to see more extreme dry spells and harder rainfalls, hotter summers and somewhat warmer winters, Lengnick said of projections in the National Climate Assessment report.
A few degrees difference may not sound like much, Lengnick said.  "But look at the difference between 31° and 33° whether it freezes."  Many crops are extremely sensitive to only a few degrees.  Tomato fertilization won't occur if nighttime temperatures don't drop below a certain point.  "At 88°, you get tomatoes," Lengnick said
Warmer weather makes plants grow faster, which sounds good, Lengnick said.  A quicker life cycle may cut down on the potential yield of fruits and vegetables.  "It's like when lettuce begins to bolt."
Building Expertise
After 13 years at Warren Wilson, Lengnick is moving from the classroom into the private sector.  This summer, she joins the new Fernleaf Solutions consulting business.
Fernleaf is a for-profit spinoff from the modeling and analysis center aligned with UNCA.  Under Fox's leadership, the center has been a key player in visualizing data and creating software for the U.S. Climate Resilience Tool Kit, an online portal to help individuals and communities plan for future risks.
Fernleaf is among several climate adaptation businesses negotiating for office space in The Collider — Asheville's new climate business hub, coming to the Callen Center across from Pritchard Park.  "The entrepreneurial sector around adaptation and resilience is bearing fruit now for Asheville," said Robin Cape, former city councilwoman, now with the Asheville Buncombe Sustainable Community Initiatives.
How Local Food Helps
Western North Carolina has a history of adaptation.  Dependent on the cash crop of tobacco 20 years ago, local farmers have adapted and built a strong local food movement, said Charlie Jackson, executive director of the Appalachian Sustainable Agriculture Project.  "We started in the 1990s looking at tobacco, which was our single cash crop.  What we needed to do was diversify.  We have innovative people here who are willing to do that."
But even with a thriving local farm and busy tailgate markets, people should be concerned about climate changes elsewhere.  If you like almonds or walnuts, celery or spinach, you're out of luck if California's Central Valley runs dry.  Some 99% of the world's almond supply comes from the Golden State, and almonds in particular drink up scarce water supplies.
"It's another argument for localizing and regionalizing our food supply and our producers," Jackson said.
Meanwhile, Lengnick sees her students at Warren Wilson College taking up newer, environmentally friendly ways of farming.  In the 20 years of the Sustainable Agriculture program, Warren Wilson has graduated some 100 farmers and food specialists.  "We're seeding the idea of sustainable agriculture.  These are young people who want to change the world through what we eat."
One of those is 2008 graduate Asher Wright.  Before getting his master's degree at Clemson, he worked on a Morganton farm raising beef, pork and poultry.  Starting next month, Wright takes on a new role with N.C. Choices, a program aligned with the N.C.  State University extension service, to help farmers in pastured meats.  "We want to support more sustainable farms like Hickory Nut Gap," Wilson said.
As small business owners, more farmers are following market demand, Wright said.  With more customers interested in pasture and grass-fed meats, more farmers are letting their cows, pigs and chickens graze and forage more naturally.  In planting more green fields for their stock, those farmers are actually keeping more carbon from going into the atmosphere.
"I'm very optimistic that farmers can adapt.  All of our health is dependent on the earth, on the grass that feeds the cows that nourish our children, or the vegetables that grow from the earth," Wright said.
While global warming can seem overwhelming, people in Asheville can take actions locally that will help make a difference, Lengnick said.  She quoted Alice Waters, the California chef and author, who helped champion the organic food movement.  "Waters says consumers are creators.  We create the world with every dollar we spend," Lengnick said.  "Figure out how much money you can afford to spend on local produce and do it.  Or grow something in a pot on your back deck.  Volunteer at a farm in exchange for vegetables.  All of that is about strengthening our community."
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