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he Earth’s climate is changing—and parks are not immune. When the
climate changes, there can be serious consequences for species and

their habitats. Global warming will have significant impacts on Canada’s
ecosystems, and in the future, British Columbia’s park system may look
very different than it does today.

THE GREENHOUSE EFFECT
The greenhouse effect is a natural process that occurs when CO2 traps
heat from the sun, preventing the heat from escaping the Earth’s surface.
This process acts like a greenhouse—keeping the planet warm, and
enabling it to sustain life.

WE’RE OVERHEATING THE GREENHOUSE
There is strong evidence that we are affecting the Earth’s 
climate by magnifying this greenhouse effect. Human activities,
such as burning fossil fuels, logging, and agricultural practices
are increasing concentrations of greenhouse gases in the
atmosphere, and leading to global warming. 

Scientists predict that over the next twenty
years British Columbians can expect a rise in
average annual temperature between 1˚C to
2.8˚C. Climate change will bring with it new 
conditions—warmer, drier summers and mild
winters with more precipitation.

Climate change will have—and is having—
significant ecological and economic effects in
Canada. An increase in the frequency and
severity of extreme weather conditions and
storms, melting artic ice and glaciers, and
increasing air pollution can be expected.

Humans aren’t the only ones that feel the
impacts of climate change—plants, animals,
and their habitats are also being affected. Even our parks
could become inhospitable to the species they were meant 
to protect. 
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CLIMATE CHANGECLIMATE CHANGE — ON THE GROUND
Climate is crucial in determining where plant and animals
live. Different regions have different climates and, in turn,

we find communities of plants and animals
which are well adapted to particular 
conditions.

As climate conditions change, some regions
become more difficult for species to live
in—because there is less water, or higher
temperatures for instance—while other
areas where a species could not previously
survive may become more inviting.

Wetlands that were once prime habitat for migratory birds,
turtles, and amphibians, could dry up and be replaced by
woodlands—threatening rare plants and animals.  

As a result of changes like this, ecosystems will shift and the
ranges of plants and animals will change. In Canada, this
will push many ecological communities further north, or to
higher elevations. This change has huge implications for
species and their habitats. 

SHIFTING ECOSYSTEMS
New habitat will not necessarily have the same characteristics,
or quality, as the habitat that was lost. It will take years for

plants to reestablish themselves, and in
the meantime, habitats will be fragmented,
food chains disrupted, and new species
could move in. Species that can’t find
new habitat quickly enough could
become endangered—or even extinct.
Many complex habitats and relationships
may collapse.

Changes in ecosystems can mean different
things for different species. For British
Columbia’s mountain caribou, their
migration routes and wintering grounds
may be disrupted by a deeper snow pack—forcing them into
valleys in search of food. Shorebirds and songbirds may also
lose critical stopover habitat on shorelines, wetlands, and
forests. 

Entire landscapes in much of British Columbia will change—
and aquatic environments will feel the effects too. Rivers
and lakes will likely be warmer with lower water levels, and
more invading species. This could mean more trouble for
fish such as salmon, which need cold, clear water, and high
water levels to spawn. It could also be bad news for bears
and bald eagles too, which depend on salmon for food.

While some species—or their habitats—may not be able to
“keep up” with the effects of climate change, it may be a
golden opportunity for other, less desirable species. In the
future, we may see more generalist species (species that can

survive in a wide range of conditions), and more disturbances
to forests, such as the mountain pine beetle—with huge 
ecological and economic impacts.

PARKS IN THE GREENHOUSE
Parks are important for protecting unique or representative
habitats and populations. However, a recent Parks Canada
report has identified climate change as a significant stress on
a number of our treasured national parks, including Pacific
Rim National Park Reserve and Gwaii Haanas National Park
Reserve. 

The significance and effects of climate change to parks across
Canada varies, but serious impacts are predicted.

British Columbia’s parks will also be affected by these
changes. The plants, animals, and ecosystems that they are
meant to protect could be in danger.

These issues highlight the need for protecting large, inter-
connected systems and migration corridors to compensate
for the effects of climate change—and remind us that we are
having a serious impact on other species and their habitats.

Parks and protected areas throughout British Columbia and
Canada are an important part of conserving these wilderness
spaces—they are the legacy for future generations. We have a
responsibility to protect this legacy from the effects of 
climate change.

SOLUTIONS
While we may only visit our favourite

parks on weekends, we’re affecting
them every day. Our use of fossil fuels is 
changing the climate that our ecosystems
and biodiversity depend on. 

However, we can make simple changes to
our everyday lives to reduce greenhouse
gas emissions and slow down climate
change. You can make a difference.

SPEAK UP:
1. Write to the Prime Minister and Premier. Urge them to

ratify the Kyoto Climate Treaty and implement strong 
climate protection policies.

2. Encourage government and industry to adopt energy 
efficiency and conservation practices and move towards
renewable energy sources, such as solar and wind.

3. Get involved—find out how you can protect biodiversity
with CPAWS’  ParkWatch Program and the David Suzuki
Foundation’s Climate Action Team.

MAKE CHOICES:
1. Transportation: Walk, cycle, take transit, or car pool. If

you need a vehicle, buy one that is fuel efficient.
2. Energy: Install efficient lighting, improve your insulation,

buy a more efficient furnace or switch from oil heat to
natural gas. 

3. Consumption: Buy local, and obey the 3 R’s—Reduce,
Reuse, and Recycle.

BE PARK-FRIENDLY:
1. Drive less in the park.
2. Choose recreational activities that do not consume fossil

fuels, such as hiking, biking, kayaking or canoeing.
3. Avoid lighting your own campfire. Share one with fellow

campers instead.

}

Climate change is a global issue affecting the planet’s 
ecosystems and biodiversity. The choices we make—
even small ones—can make a world of difference for
plants, animals, and people.
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• altered forests 
• shifted ecosystems 
• extended growing season
• sea-level rise
• more forest fires 
• less sea and lake-ice

cover

• melting permafrost
• altered seasonal water

levels
• loss of wetlands 
• melting glaciers
• more insects and pests 

Adapted from: Climate Change and Canada’s National Park System

Impacts of climate change on parks:

Shifting ecosystems, as a
result of climate change,
can have serious 
consequences, including:
• habitat loss

• habitat fragmentation
• threats from new species

and pests 
• species extinction (local,

provincial or national)

On the move

Mountain pine beetles naturally affect lodgepole pine
trees in the central interior of British Columbia.  

While small populations of this native insect occur in
forests naturally, their population numbers fluctuate
based on weather and forest conditions. Cold winters can
kill the beetles in their 
larval stage—keeping their
numbers in check.

Mild winters, like recent
ones, allow large numbers
of the larvae to survive.
With climate change 
bringing milder winters and
hotter, drier summers we
could see more severe
mountain pine beetle 
outbreaks.

Climate change: inviting insects

Case study: Turning up the heat 
in the Okanagan Valley
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