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Environment Canada scales back climate measurements at
Alert due to staff shortage

Cuts to atmos pheric, snow and ice measurements leave gaps in climate change dﬂtﬁ, scientists warn
By Emily Chung. CBC News Posted: Oct 23, 2017 745 AMET |  Last Updated: Oct 23, 2017 10:28 PM ET
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However, Environment Canada's science and technology division was
wiorried about the effect that would have on crucial measurements of the
ozone hole that forms over the Arctic each spring and can only be
detected and measured very close to the Morth Pole.

The Meteorological Service takes the measurements by preparing an
ozone detector and attaching it to a weather balloon once a week.

= Ozone hole over Arctic hits record

= Arctic ozone monitoring stations safe from budget cuts

In the end, Best said, a single staffer was sent up to Alert and told to
prioritize the ozone measurements.

However, with a single

operator, some other 'What we're hoping to do with
measurements will have to  this lemon is make

be scaled back or cut lemonade.’

altogether.

- Christine Best, Meteorclogical Service of Canada

Mormally, weather balloons

launch from Alert every 12

hours to measure temperature, pressure, humidity and wind at different
levels of the atmosphere. The data feed into a World Meteorological
Crganization global database. With a single staffer, less than half the
usual number of launches will be possible, but it's not yet known how
many.

"This is the first time we've ever reduced operations at Alert," Best said in
an interview. "So no one has ever kept track of how much time it takes to
do everything."

Later Monday, the assistant deputy minister told CBC News that an
additional staff member will be in Alert for a Jan. 1 start — and the
organization is trying to get someone in for Nov. 1.

No show data?

Measurements of snow and ice thickness are normally done every two
weeks. But because it's a two-person job, whether they happen at all will
"depend on our ability to get a second person involved," Best said in an
email.

It's not immediately clear whether additional staff will be able to come
before the Jan. 1 date cited by officials late Monday.

Icebergs are seen along the bay in Alert. The Meteorological Survey of Canada normally takes
ice and snow measurements every two weeks. Bul it's a two-person job, and only cne person
iz at the station right now. (The Canadian Press)

The Meteorological Service isn't involved in Environment and Climate
Change Canada's measurements of carbon dioxide and air pollutants, so
those measurements are unaffected.

Best said there is an upside to collecting less data about atmospheric
conditions — it will show "just how important are measurements from that
location” for weather prediction.

She added that it also provides the opportunity to explore how operations
could change in the future, with the use of more automation technology,
for example: "We're hoping this never happens again, but what we're
trying to do with this lemon is make some lemonade.”

Researchers contacted by CBC News about cutbacks were surprised by
measurement cutbacks, which don't seem to have been communicated by
Environment and Climate Change Canada.

'Gross mismanagement'

"That's awful news," said Thomas Duck, professor of atmospheric science
at Dalhousie University, who uses some of the atmospheric data that's
being scaled back to help calibrate and validate satellite observations. "I'm
floored that it would come to this."

He added that there are "precious few" stations collecting data in the High
Arctic, so each one is important for feeding global weather forecasting
models.

Environment and Climate Change Canada's Alert Global Atmosphere Watch (GAW)
QObservatory is the northernmost atmospheric research facility in the world. Itz stratospheric
ozone measurements are being made a priority and will not be affected by the staffing
shortage. (Kevin Rawlings/Environment and Climate Change Canada)

The fact that some of that data is being interrupted by a staffing shortage
at Alert represents "gross mismanagement,” he said. He suggested part
of the problem may be that staff cut by the previous Conservative
government haven't been replaced since Justin Trudeau's Liberal
government was elected in 2015. The Conservative government's 2012
budget alone cut 19,000 jobs from the public service and cut $89.4
million from the Environment portfolio.

Speaking Monday after news of the staff shortage emerged, assistant
deputy minister of environment and climate change David Grimes said
that spring flooding in eastern Canada and British Columbia created
challenges around stafiing.

"We make decisions as an organization on what is the most critical, most
essential gap. in order to make sure that we are being sensitive to the
needs of Canadians,” Grimes said in an interview.

He also acknowledged that working in an isolated post "isn't necessarily a
job that everyone applies for"

Grimes described Alert as basically a military base operation with a
weather station adjoined to it. "Some people like that but some people
don't."

Data gaps

Duck and other scientists, speaking before the possibility of a second
staffer arriving in Alert by January or earlier emerged. noted that any gaps
in the data from this year could never be filled.

Christian Haas, a sea ice scientist at the Alfred Wegener Institut in
Bremerhaven, Germany, who also holds a Canada Research Chair for
Arctic Sea lce Geophysics at York University in Toronto, said Alert is an
impartant site for sea ice measurement because the ice that forms in the
Arctic passes by Alert and northern Greenland before drifting farther
south. It's also the area with the oldest ice — the kind of ice that is
disappearing fastest with climate change.

"What they do is very valuable, because they have been doing it for such
a long time that this is one of the most reliable climate data sets," Haas
said.

Data onice, snow and atmospheric conditions collected at Aleri is valuable fo researchers and
weather forecasters around the world because it has been gathered for 50 many decades in a
part of the world where very few other measurements are taken. (Paul Chiasson/Canadian
Press)

With snow and sea ice measurements cut back or suspended at Alert this
winter, we'll miss any unusual variability this year that could tell us
something new about the climate, said Ron Kwok, a senior research
scientist at NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory at the California Institute of
Technology.

"It's going to affect how we compute trends," said Kwok, who uses the
snow and ice data from Alert both for analyzing climate trends and for
calibrating remote sensors on NASA aircraft and satellites.

He said that while researchers find ways to cope with missing data for
short periods of time if they have to, the missing observations are "going
to be damaging"” to a dataset that is so valuable because it is otherwise
mostly continuous.

"You can't get them back."

The measurement cuts coincide with the World Meteorological
Organization's Year of Polar Prediction, for which Environment and
Climate Change Canada has committed to "enhance its Arctic
observations."

They also come at a time when other Arctic climate research is threatened
by an end to funding for the Polar Environment Atmospheric Research
Laboratory in Eureka, Nunavut, and the other climate research projects
under the Climate Change and Atmaospheric Research initiative launched
by the previous Conservative government in 2013.

= Climate change scientists fight for funding to save High Arctic
lab

= Government failing to put climate plan into action, watchdog
finds
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