
This article summarizes a new research 
report examining the impacts of climate 
change through the careers of two prominent 
female Olympic gold medalists: Nancy Greene 
(gold in 1968) and Ashleigh McIvor (gold in 
2010). Using the latest in climate modeling 
the report also looks at the projected impacts 
of climate change on future Olympians and 
Canadian ski areas. Keeping our cool depends 
on the emissions pathway we choose!

LOSING OUR COOL:
THE FUTURE OF SNOWSPORTS 
IN A WARMER WORLD



NANCY GREENE
One of Canada’s most celebrated alpine skiers and a pioneer for 
women’s elite sports around the world. Hers has been a household 
name in Canada for a generation of skiers.  Greene’s legacy lives on 
in Canada’s current generation of Winter Olympians who came up 
the ranks of ski racing through the Nancy Greene Ski League. Since 
beginning in 1967, the program introduced thousands of children 
to alpine skiing and ski racing. Many of Canada’s National Team 
athletes are a product of the league, including some of Canada’s 
most accomplished racers. 
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ASHLEIGH MCIVOR
Ashleigh McIvor is one racer who attributes her success to the Nancy Greene 
Ski League and Nancy Greene herself.  “I grew up in Whistler and as a 
10-year-old who just wanted to take chances and go fast, the Nancy Greene 
Ski League provided the opportunity for me to do just that. Nancy was the 
inspiration for all us young girls.” McIvor began ski racing at age 10 under 
the tutelage of Greene and her husband Al Raine. She spent her summers 
training gates on the Horstman Glacier in Whistler and winters racing around 
Canada. Her career culminated with seasons as a World Champion in 2009 
and Olympic gold medallist at the 2010 Olympic Winter Games in Vancouver. 
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The 2010 Olympic Winter Games made history in many ski events. Events 
that nearly did not happen because of a notable climate record: Vancouver 
was the warmest Winter Olympics on record since they began in 1924, 
hitting 100-year temperature highs around 12.5ºC in mid-winter. The Olympic 
Organizing Committee had to improvise, building the ski cross course with 
straw and wood, and bringing in snow from nearby mountains by truck and 
helicopter. The events took place, barely. But Vancouver was not the last 
winter event to be affected by a warming climate.

The 2014 Olympic Winter Games in Sochi broke Vancouver’s record as the 
warmest city ever to host the Games. It was serious. Athletes pulled out of 
training runs due to fear of injury on the sparsely covered slopes. In Sochi, 
the world saw the effects of a warming climate on prominent display and 
skiers saw the risk it poses for the future or the sport. Radical measures 
were taken and the events took place. But not all ski events would be so 
lucky. In fact, the 2022 Beijing Winter Games are predicted to rely entirely 
on artificial snow production.

With the average daytime temperature of Olympic host locations steadily 
increasing from 0.4ºC at the Games held in the 1920–1950s to 7.8ºC at the 
Games held in the early twenty-first century, many voiced concern for the 
future of the Winter Olympics and snow sports in an era of accelerating 
climate change. 
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THE NEXT GENERATION
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If high emissions continue, the Nancy Greene Ski Leaguers of today and 
tomorrow can expect much shorter seasons and more variable weather and 
snow conditions than Nancy Greene herself experienced, based on a study 
from the University of Waterloo. The average winter temperature in Nancy’s 
home resorts of Sun Peaks and RED Mountain have already increased by 
1.3-1.4ºC since her training days in the 1960s. With an expected increase of 
5.3-5.4ºC by the 2080s, average winter temperatures will be above freezing. 
Even with massive advancement and investment in snowmaking, local 
Rossland ski area Sun Peaks is projected to lose 12% of their current season by 
the 2050s and nearly a quarter of their season by the 2080s if the world 
continues to emit carbon at a high intensity.

SUN PEAKS RESPORT
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For Ashleigh McIvor in Whistler Blackcomb BC, her son Oakes can expect to 
see season lengths decrease by 9% over his lifetime into the late 21st century. 
Over the same timeframe, in Quebec, Olympian, World Champion and POW 
Canada member Erik Guay’s home mountain of Tremblant will lose between 
13-20% of its current ski season and require 402% increase in snowmaking to 
continue to operate. Ontario ski racers following in the footsteps of Crazy 
Canuck Steve Podborski or current National Team and POW Canada member 
Erin Meilzynski can expect the ski areas they grew up on to disappear 
because of average seasons less than 20 days, even with 733% increase in 
snowmaking. Even Canada’s own Olympic and World Cup venues in Calgary 
and Lake Louise will see season lengths reduced by 28% and 16% respectively. 
The great white north is losing its snow. 

A study of the ability of past Winter Olympics locations to host future 
games under projected climate change reached an alarming conclusion. 
The model projects that none of the Olympic locations Nancy Greene 
and Ashleigh McIvor competed at (Squaw Valley USA, Innsbruck, Austria, 
Grenoble, France,  and Vancouver, Canada) will remain climatically suitable 
by 2050 if we continue emitting carbon at high levels. Even if the Paris 
Climate Agreement Commitments are achieved, only 13 of 21 past hosts 
would remain climate reliable for the Winter Olympics in the 2050s, 
and only 10 if we continue on our current emissions path. 

Beyond winter seasons, Canada is also losing summer training venues 
to climate change. Farnham Glacier used to be a key summer training site 
for Canada’s Olympic athletes, but in 2011 WinSport announced it would 
cease operations due to frequently poor snow conditions. Similarly, Whistler 
Blackcomb’s Horstman Glacier, a summer training arena where Nancy 
Greene coached a young Ashleigh McIvor, has been receding at a rate of 
half a million cubic meters each year. This year the iconic Horstman T-Bar 
was removed due to glacier melt. 
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OUR LEGACY
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Meeting Paris Climate Agreement targets is key to protecting the winter 
sport legacies of Nancy Greene and every Canadian athlete who discovered 
the sport through organized programs like hers. The outlook for skiing in high 
and low emission scenarios are drastically different. It can be the difference 
between a 7- and 73-day season in places like Ontario. 

Through the UN Sports for Climate Action Framework, which aims to mobilize 
the global sports community to combat climate change reducing green-
house gas emissions, and using sports and athletes like Ashleigh McIvor as a 
unifying tool to drive climate awareness and inspire action among global 
citizens, there has been progress. 

Looking forward, just as Nancy Greene developed her ski league to help the 
next generation shape Canada’s ski legacy, there is an important opportunity 
for the current generation to shape the future of skiing in Canada and abroad 
by the way we choose to address climate change. As Ashleigh says: 

“We need to think big-picture here, and take it upon ourselves to make 
changes now for the long run. I want my son Oakes to be able to ski on snow 
throughout his entire lifetime. That would be really great. And even more 
importantly, I want this beautiful planet to stay healthy.  That is the real goal 
here - to fight climate change and save our planet. Skiing is just the icing on 
the cake.”
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TAKE ACTION AT
PROTECTOURWINTERS.CA


