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Vitalsigns
Taking thepulseof climate change in theColoradoRockies

Possiblesignofglobalwarming:ResearcherDanBlumstein coaxes amarmot
out of a trap at theRockyMountainBiological Laboratory inGothic.Marmots in the area

nowemerge fromhibernation about amonth earlier than they did 30 years ago. During
the sameperiod, the averageApril low temperature in CrestedButte rose 5.9 degrees.
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“It is not the strongest of the species that survive,
nor the most intelligent, but the most responsive to
change.”CharlesDarwin, 1835.

G
OTHIC — The marmot was holding his
own until the second coyote blindsided
him.

The coarse-furred, groundhog-like ro-
dent emerged from his hibernationbur-
row last April onto a thick crust of snow

thatblanketedthis formermining townseveralmiles
northofCrestedButte.

A band of coyotes had been hanging around, and
one of them pounced on the marmot. The feisty ro-
dent rose to his hind legs and batted at the coyote
with his clawed front paws, like a boxer, as he strug-
gledtoescape.
But a second coyote bounded in from behind and

joined the fray. The two canines killed the marmot,
thendraggedhimoff.
To UniversityofMaryland ecologistDavid Inouye,

this grisly account serves as a cautionary tale about
—believe it or not— thepotentialperils of global cli-
matechange.

Aroundtheworld,scientistsare lookingforbiologi-
cal red flags, signs that globalwarming is already af-
fecting high-altitude plants and animals and could
imperil fragilemountaintopecosystems.
In the Colorado high country, that work includes

studies of three seemingly unrelated phenomena:
the shifting hibernation pattern of marmots, subtle
changes at the forest tree line, and the chemical
fingerprint of mountaintopair molecules trapped in
glass flasks.
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