Weather & Society GEG 386 / HON 389 (Spring 2026)
Professor: Dr. Stephen Vermette
Weather & Society is a course which focuses on the impact of weather and climate on society. While the science of weather and climate, including climate change and extreme weather is necessary, it is explored in the context of its impact on society. Topics include agriculture, emergency management, human health, economics, tourism, and even weatherlore. 
European Unit
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In spring 2026 a European unit was added to the course. As part of our European unit, I provided background on the European Union (EU), comparing its physical, social and political geography with that of the United States (US). 
As a class we explored evidence supporting climate change, evidence for the possible drivers of climate change, the scientific consensus for the enhanced Greenhouse Effect, and the psychology of denial – the mismatch (misunderstandings caused) related to ‘science’ speak vs ‘public’ speak, confirmation bias, fixism, conspiratorial thinking, and group think. One exercise was to provide context by comparing the acceptance (or lack) of climate change (timelines and acceptance) with that of past controversial issues such as continental drift, ozone depletion, and evolution.   
As part of our European unit students were assigned a group project - compare US and EU perspectives based on survey results and government policy. The class was divided into two working groups – one group summarized survey results and policy actions for the US and another group did the same for the EU. Information was gathered using the internet (google searches). The groups then presented their findings which, in turn, led to a discussion on similarities and differences between EU and US perspectives and policy actions. 
Findings
Survey responses between the US and EU were difficult to compare as the questions asked did not nicely overlap. This led to a discussion of ‘how the question is worded’ impacts survey results and makes comparisons difficult.  Some examples:
· EU: 38% of EU citizens feel personally exposed to climate-related risks.
· US: 61% Global warming affecting local community.

· EU: Around 88% of EU citizens think that it is important for the EU to take action to increase renewable energy and efficiency.
· US: 67% call for alternative energy (wind/solar/hydro). When phrased as a mix of fossil fuel and alternatives the response was 68%. Democrats: 90%; Republicans 42%.

The divide between Democrats and Republicans is a statistic in several US surveys. This political divide is not apparent in EU surveys.
· US: 69% global warming is happening. A major threat: Democrats 78%; Republicans 23%.
Climate change policy overlaps between the US and EU were apparent but most striking was the recent changes under the Trump administration - designed to undo years of US climate change policy. A similar rollback was not found for the EU.  Following are some bullets used in the group discussion on US policy, as presented by the students.
· In 2007, greenhouse gases were classified as pollutants under this law through what is known as the Endangerment Finding (The Clean Air Act, 2007). Repealed in 2026.

· Limit emissions from major sources of greenhouse gas emissions (power plants, transportation and industry (EPA Greenhouse Gas Regulations, 2009) Repealed in 2026.

· Reduce emissions of methane from oil and gas industry (reduce methane leaks and adopt cleaner practices (Waste Emissions Charge on Methane, 2022). Repealed in 2025.

· Supports a transition to a low-carbon economy by incentivizing clean technologies and reduced reliance on fossil fuels (Inflation Reduction Act, 2022). The One Big Beautiful Bill Act (OBBBA): Passed in July 2025, significantly modified the Inflation Reduction Act (IRA), scaling back clean energy tax incentives, authorized drilling for fossil fuels, and effectively ended renewable development, 2025.

· Expansion of Electric Vehicle Infrastructures (NEVI Program). Changes in federal administration have created uncertainty, including temporary freezes of funding and shifting priorities, though court rulings have upheld the continuation of the NEVI program.

· Binding agreement to set greenhouse gas reduction targets. The Kyoto Protocol, 1997. The United States signed the Kyoto Protocol in 1998 but never ratified it and formally withdrew in 2001 Bush Administration.

· The United States was bound to the Paris Climate agreement (limit global temperature increases to 1.5oC – 2oC. Paris Agreement, 2015. Withdrew, 2025.

· Requires vehicles to meet specific fuel efficiency standards (Fuel Economy (CAFÉ) Standard, 1975. “Reset" of Fuel Economy (CAFE) standards, 2026.

· Mandates the reporting of greenhouse gas emissions by large emitters (Greenhouse Gas Reporting Program). EPA Releases Proposal to End the Greenhouse Gas Reporting Program based on Trump’s executive order "Unleashing Prosperity Through Deregulation."

· Promoted efficiency, renewable energy, fossil fuels, and nuclear power, while introducing key electricity grid reliability standards. U.S. Energy Policy Act, 2005. Surpassed by The One Big Beautiful Bill Act (OBBBA), 2025.

· Mandates that public companies disclose material climate-related risks, including severe weather impacts. Security and Exchange Commission (SEC) Enhancement and Standardization of Climate-Related Disclosures for Investors, 2024. SEC no longer defends these rules.
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