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By the Numbers: A frog in the pot: Climate change, tourism, 

and small business 
  
This article is not about “going green”, who or what is to blame, nor a 

moralistic sermon. It is about paying attention to the changing temperature 
of the water in the pot. 

 
Most of us have heard the story of a frog in a pot of water on the stove that 
does not respond (try to escape) to small incremental changes in its 

environment (temperature) until it is too late. The message from this classic 
tale is that we need to be aware of the many small changes in our various 

environments, before it is too late, and make changes that will allow us, as 
small businesses, to continue in business. This is particularly true in Grey 

Bruce, as we are an important tourism destination.  
 
Before we continue, we need to establish a bit of context. First, the pot 

represents the “tourism industry”, the water is the collective effect of climate 
change as it relates to our businesses (e.g., drop in spending, drop in 

visitations), and the frog - well, that represents us, the business owners. 
Second, there is no such thing as a “tourism industry” per se, as is the 
traditional sense of manufacturing, forestry, and transportation. But, because 

tourism affects many businesses in different sectors, researchers and 
governments have worked out an accounting strategy, called “tourism 

satellite accounts” to track the economic impacts of tourism spending. So 
many businesses are directly and indirectly linked economically to tourism in 
Grey and Bruce that a change in our appeal as a destination will have a 

significant impact. And third, climate change is real and average annual 
temperatures are changing, they are warming compared to the historical 

record. And, IF the trend continues, predictions are for an increasingly 
warmer future.  
 

Interest in climate change and its impact on tourism has been climbing since 
the 1960s. A recently published guide to climate change studies, published in 

academic journals, indicated there were only 14 studies published in the ‘60s 
and earlier; 38 in the ‘70s, 55 in the ‘80s; 161 in the ‘90s; and 283 from 
2000 to 2006 - an increase of twenty times. Type in “climate change” in 

Google and you’ll get 68.6 million hits. Type in climate change + tourism and 
you’ll get 4.2 million. With climate change + “economic impact” you get a 

mere 390,000 hits. And, finally, climate change + “small business” gets 1.4 
million. 
 

 Interestingly though, the publication “Tourism” (the Canadian Tourism 
Commission’s official publication), has only run one article about climate 

change (May/June 2007) and one short editorial on going green 
(September/October 2005) since 2004. 

 
The frog in the water, as a metaphor, is about paying attention to the small 
changes over time, to respond in a pro-active way and adapt one’s business 
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and business practices to changing circumstances. This is especially true for 
businesses (and organisations) of a seasonal nature. Most businesses will be 

affected by changes to any other sector because of the economic concept of 
“trickle-down”. To illustrate, a tourist dollar spent in an activity will trickle 

down to every business directly and indirectly associated with the activity, 
creating a multiplier effect. Take, for example, $1 spent in cross-country 
skiing. That $1 will be shared with, and flow through, businesses (and 

organisations) that are associated with cross-country skiing such as 
equipment sales and rental shops, gas/transportation, accommodations 

(hotels, motels, B&Bs), manufacturers of skis and clothing, manufacturers of 
trail grooming equipment, retail shops, restaurants and bars, grocery and 
convenience stores, and, memberships and trail permit sales purchased 

through ski clubs. 
 

Paying attention to small changes in climate change and the resulting 
changing behaviours of tourists can be difficult, almost impossible, for 
owners of small and medium businesses (SMB). The changes may be small 

and spread out over many years. And who has the time to analyse and draw 
conclusions from anything that might be available? Usually tourism and 

business statistics are published well after the fact and the detailed numbers 
needed for in-depth analysis, to determine a region’s changing 

circumstances, are seldom available until the following year. (We’ll come 
back to this point about who could assume responsibility for helping us 
understand what is happening.) 

 
Nevertheless, we do need to pay attention, or we’ll be that frog that realises 

too late things are not going to get better. As stated above, there is a 
growing base of research and studies that are helpful in pointing to effects of 
climate change, possible long-term scenarios, and how changes might affect 

our various businesses. To illustrate this, we are going to turn our attention 
to a few studies that have particular relevance to the Grey Bruce region. 

 
Geoff McBoyle and fellow researchers at the University of Waterloo looked at 
the effects of climate change and snowmobiling for Ontario, Quebec, Atlantic 

Canada, and the Prairies (published in 2007). The study used data from 13 
sites across Canada. A 30-year baseline period (1961 - 1990) was used to 

establish average operating seasons measured in days that ranged from 18 
days in Sydney, Nova Scotia to 100 days in Kenora, Ontario. A snow depth of 
15 cm was used in the study as an acceptable minimum for snowmobiling 

trails. 
 

In Ontario and Quebec, the snowmobiling season has been projected to be 
reduced by 11% to 68%, on average, in the period of 2010- 2039, meaning 
a "reliable snowmobiling season would be essentially eliminated" for the 

period 2040 - 2069, due to climate change. The projections vary, depending 
on whether a low or high greenhouse gas emissions scenario is used.  

 
 Unlike Alpine/downhill skiing (which can use manufactured snow), 
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snowmobiling depends on natural snow and is "highly sensitive to climate". 
 

The authors used two climate change models to illustrate “the low and high 
ends of the anticipated climate change in the study area". Of particular 

interest to us is the 2020s period (2010 - 2039) because it is within the 
"lifetime of existing recreational infrastructure and long-term business 
planning". The International Snowmobile Manufacturers Association reports 

the industry is worth "US$6 billion in goods and services annually". So, with 
any degradation of a snowmobiling season will come an associated drop in 

economic impact.  
 
Ontario's season, for the 2020s, could decrease by between 25% and 45% 

for Kenora; 24% and 52% for Sudbury; 44% and 68% for Orillia; and 23% 
and 58% for Ottawa. The worst-case scenarios are in Saskatchewan where 

decreases of around 80% and 90% are projected. The Prairies have some of 
the shortest seasons (38 - 57 days) so the impact will be significant. The 
decreases for the 2050s (2040 - 2069) for all areas of the study, declines are 

projected to be about 90% to 100%. 
 

The study concludes: "snowmobiling is an important winter recreation and 
tourism activity in Canada. This study has provided insight into the direction 

and potential magnitude of change with respect to the length of 
snowmobiling seasons and the spatial extent of snowmobiling opportunities 
in Canada's non-mountainous region in the decades to come." 

 
What are the implications for Grey Bruce? Well, if you own a business that 

relies on snowmobiling, you might want to pay close attention to changing 
snow conditions, possibly consider developing other business options. 
 

Could other motorised sports, such as ATVs, increase in demand to fill the 
void? Data from the US indicate that this might be the case because ATV 

sales increased by 60% between 2000 and 2003 while snowmobile sales 
decreased by 16%. This will require commitments from governments to allow 
trail development and ATV clubs to step forward in support.  

  
Climate change is affecting, and will continue to effect, fresh water tourism 

activities. Lake levels are predicted to drop significantly. Existing species will 
be stressed (reduced populations) and new species will take advantage of 
new niches, possibly replacing native species. Increased water temperatures 

will mean that cool-water fish (e.g., walleye, perch) and warm-water species 
(e.g., bass) will expand northward and alter the composition of fish catches. 

A study by the US Environmental Protection Agency in 1995 predicts that the 
habitat for “cold-water sport fish” (e.g., rainbow, brook and brown trout) 
would be reduced by 50 to 100% in the Great Lakes region. There will be 

more competition for limited fresh water (e.g., boating, fishing, swimming, 
agriculture, drinking water, etc.) that will put significant pressure on supply. 
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What are the implications for Grey Bruce? Although not the largest tourism 
activity for Grey Bruce, fishing is still very important. Declines in sport fish 

species will affect spending for bait and tackle, boat rentals, sport club 
memberships (and volunteering), accommodations (especially in shoulder 

seasons), gas, boats and related equipment, food and beverages, grocery 
and corner stores, small engine repairs, and many others. Swimming is an 
important activity for tourists (especially in the summer) and with declining 

lake levels could come a decline in heading to communities known for prime 
beach tourism. For both examples, it becomes clear the possible (likely?) 

impact of declining water levels. A recent unpublished study indicates that 
tourism spending related to beach tourism is about $122.5 million for Bruce, 
Huron, and Lambton Counties.  

 
We’ll look at one final study regarding seasonality (2007). Climate change 

will have both “push” and “pull” implications. Pull factors are those that are 
inherent in a destination that makes it a desirable destination (locally, the 
UNESCO designated Niagara Escarpment and the Bruce Peninsula National 

Park are examples). Push factors are those that are inherent in a person 
(desire for adventure) or a person’s home area (origin) that makes getting 

away somewhere else the driving force (desire for escape form the city). This 
study was based on the notion of “human comfort” as it relates to tourism, 

and included such factors as temperature, rainfall, humidity, and sunshine. 
These factors are reduced to a single number called the “tourism climatic 
index” (TCI) using low and high changes scenarios. 

 
We in Grey Bruce rely on good conditions for both summer and winter 

activities, and we are heavily dependant on favourable conditions during 
winter (snowmobiling, skiing, ice fishing) and summer (boating, swimming, 
fishing, sightseeing). We also rely on these favourable conditions to be 

synchronised with our “institutionally imposed” holiday periods (Christmas 
break, March break, summer school break, long weekends). Presently, Grey 

Bruce is in an area rated as having an “excellent” TCI. By the 2050s, 
northward moving shifts in June to August comfort levels means we will still 
have a rating of “excellent”, regardless of the scenario (low or high impact). 

The report also looked at the number of “good” months, or those with 
favourable TCIs. Presently, we are in the category of 0-3 months of “good” 

TCIs. By the 2050s, we will be pushing into the 4-6 months category. 
Globally, warmer areas will get hotter (becoming too uncomfortable for 
tourists) and cooler areas will warmer (becoming more comfortable for 

tourists). 
 

What are the implications for Grey Bruce? The bottom line is there could well 
be a shift in what areas tourists find “attractive”, resulting in increased 
tourism for some areas (and Grey Bruce could well be one such area). But 

given the milder winters and declining water levels (as discussed above) 
what will Grey Bruce have to offer tourists? As businesses, what should we 

focus on in response to these potential changes? As another study observed: 
“Milder winters will lessen the incentive for northerners to trek to the tropics 



Copyright 2012 © David I.M. Clark - Advantage Research and Consulting + 

SurveyGreyBruce.ca 
 

to escape cold weather”. Will we be able to fill the needs of tourists who 
choose to stay home instead of heading to the traditional “hot spots”? 

 
So, what does all this mean for business in Grey Bruce? Well, it means we 

need to pay attention. One report stated: “failure … to invest in policies to 
respond to climate change may leave them [governments and businesses] 
poorly prepared to cope with adverse changes and also increase the 

probability of severe consequences”. 
 

But how can we do this? At the business level, the Canadian Chamber of 
Commerce’s publication “A guide to climate change for small-to medium-
sized enterprises” (2006) is a starting point. This guide suggests assessing 

six areas for possible impacts on your business. 
 

1) Timeframe over which you will be in business or your project will be 
around. 
2) The location of your business and whether it is in a high or low 

impact area 
3) Green house gas emissions and whether you will need to address 

hotter winters or cooler summers 
4) Projected severity of impacts based on the sector you operate in 

(e.g., skiing) 
5) Areas within your business that might be impacted (are you a ski 
outfitter or in snowmobile sales and repairs?) 

 6) Climate variables that will affect you such as warmer temperatures, 
 lower water levels, longer season (will you need to install air 

 conditioning due to warmer summers?). 
 
Another tool kit published by the United Kingdom Climate Impact Programme 

suggests assessing logistics (or supply chain); financing; markets; process or 
production; people; building and infrastructure); and management 

implications. 
 
At the regional level we need to look to our governments and business 

organisations, (chambers of commerce, BIAs, economic development 
departments) to research, design, and push for strategies that will allow us 

to assess small, incremental changes, those that have a tendency to sneak 
up on us and shout “surprise, the water is hotter!”. Such tools are out there. 
In a recent, yet unpublished tourism study, a major recommendation was to 

institute an “early warning” system, such as used by the European 
Commission, to monitor and assess changes in an array of indicators of 

tourism health, and pro-actively respond. Such an assessment tool could 
include climate change indicators and traditional tourism indicators, number 
of arrivals, spending, and length of stay. 
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And a resource to mention is “The bottom line on climate change: A Manitoba 
business guide”, the purpose of which is to “help small- and medium-sized 

business owners understand the business impacts of climate change. The 
guide provides resources that will help find beneficial and profitable solutions, 

and diversify markets and products.” 
 
To weather the coming climate change affects, we need to pay attention to 

what is happening to the temperature of the water in the pot, and insist that 
we be given the information we need to make sound business decisions. 

There is a wealth of research and studies available that we (and local 
governments and organizations) can get access to that will aid us in this. 
Individually, we can start by reflecting on how climate change will affect our 

businesses and start a dialogue on this important issue. To help get started, 
check out these Websites: 

 
South west climate change impacts partnership  
www.oursouthwest.com/climate/index.htm 

 
UK climate change impacts programme 

www.ukcip.org.uk 
 

Corporate Knights (The Canadian Magazine for Responsible Business) 
www.corporateknights.ca 
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