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Climate and a Sense of Place 

Climate influences our social and economic activities, our physical, physiological and psychological 
well-being. According to a Climate Severity Index, which defines a scale for estimating unfavourable 
climate (Phillips and Crowe 1984), St. John’s, Newfoundland is considered to have one of the most 
unliveable climates in Canada. On the contrary, while there is “nothing wimpy about St. John’s climate” the 
environment of Newfoundland owes its beautiful landscapes with resplendent dynamic eco-colours to a 
climate that is, on the whole, most agreeable; especially the summers” as many a visitor has discovered. 
Were the climate different, the land and its people would be somewhat bland. Actually, the climate of 
Newfoundland is somewhat benign compared to the extremely cold winters of the prairies and the stifling 
hot and humid summers of southern Ontario and Quebec. 

Given the complexities of an individual’s nature, attitude to different types of weather is shaped 
largely by their lifestyles. Hence, it is meaningless to devise a climate index unless the larger question of 
culture, health, social habits and recreational interests are factored into the equation. The Phillips-Crow 
climate index makes broad assumptions about psychological stress, discomfort, and outdoor immobility, 
while ignoring positive factors that make living in northern and maritime regions attractive to many.  

The severity index has a distinctive southern bias and does not, for example, allude to negative 
physiological and psychological effects of having to endure metropolitan stresses, such as the constant grind 
on Toronto’s transportation nightmare, which hundreds of thousands of people have to endure for several 
hours daily. Surely, spending a large part of one’s life on Highway 401 and in offices and factories is 
psychologically debilitating and an insidious form of immobility, compared to the freshness of a clean, 
open-air climate such as is found in beautiful, rugged Newfoundland and Labrador. Besides, people who live 
in harsh climates are not nearly as immobile as the severity index would lead Canadians to believe.   

 Because of its southern and urban bias, the severity index implies that an ‘ideal climate’ is one 
approaching the ‘primeval’ dimate— so-called because of its illusion to the origins of humans— which 
permits us to go around scantily dressed or not at all. On the contrary, we consider the best climate to be one 
that is variable and invigorating, but lacks hazardous, life threatening weather extremes. Most areas in the 
Atlantic provinces, where the climate is tempered by the ocean, fall into this category.  

Lifestyles of rural folk are largely influenced by the climate; whereas, urban lifestyles influence the 
climate. These contrasting relationships to climate naturally engender different perceptions on inclement 
weather. To a fisherman trawling off Newfoundland a wet, windy day with I m waves would hardly be 
considered inclement weather; but a wet, stormy day with 4 m waves is perhaps a bit of a nuisance. 
Similarly, a brisk snow storm that would shut down schools and roads would not bother someone who works 
in the woods. By contrast, those whose main experience of outdoor climate is limited to a fleeting dash 
between buildings, cars, buses and/or trains would consider overcast conditions poor weather no matter how 
dry, calm or warm it may be. Consequently, a climate severity index prepared by rural folk would be very 
different from one prepared by urbanites.  

As to the constitution of those who live in the winter zone, it is the snow and coldness that gave 
northern peoples their driving force and inculcated in them a necessity for inventiveness and dexterity to 
adapt and prosper in these northern latitudes. Indeed, for centuries, particularly in this century, there has 
been mass migration from tropical and warm temperate zones to the winter zones; which tends to affirm the 
belief that cold motivates innovation and ingenuity (Fullerton, 1988). If, put another way, “pressure makes 
diamonds” then surviving and even appreciating our variable and invigorating Newfoundland climate is the 
sort of blessing that produces a hardy breed of people.in a part of Canada known as The Happy Province. 
 

 



Outdoor recreational activities 
Since climate, or more precisely weather, influences the degree to which outdoor activities 

are pursued, it follows that governments, business and others would benefit from a qualitative 
assessment of recreational climate from the standpoint of encouraging the pursuit of a particular 
outdoor recreational activity and its potential economic opportunities i.e., delineating recreational 
seasons.  

Outdoor recreation takes many active and passive forms. Some popular recreational 
activities are seasonal: such as golf, baseball, gardening, and cycling, boating in summer; skiing, 
snowmobiling, tobogganing, and snowshoeing in winter. Others are year round  such as hiking, 
touring, birdwatching, sports fishing, camping.  

Mobility in winter can be restrictive to old and young alike, but more so in urban than in 
than rural environments. Even on sunny, winter days there is very little incentive for walking, when 
the roads are choked up with snow and slush. In cities, therefore, we tend to gravitate to ‘soft’ 
recreational climates offered by indoor facilities rather than the ‘hard’ outdoor recreational climate. 
Of course, it is hard to get motivated, even for a walkabout, when the sidewalks are unusable and the 
streets are slushy and choked with snow and ruled by impatient automobile drivers. Of course, 
there’s the winter carnival to get us out-and-about and provide a refreshing change from being 
cooped up indoors. But winter in suburbia needn’t be like that if individuals and communities would 
take some positive actions. 

First of all, although we recognize that winter is our longest season, we still look to the 
south for comfort without realizing how stimulating the changes in the seasons can be. We somehow 
sense that we need to make a special effort to deal with winter. Unfortunately, we have tended to 
look to Europe and the south for solutions to winter living; while failing to recognize that the best 
solutions are homemade. Outdoor recreation in winter landscape management in towns and cities 
tends to favour the young and/or agile groups; mainly on the assumption that this group are the only 
ones interested in outdoor activities. Although walkways in major parks, like Bowring Park in St. 
John’s, are kept open for walkers, the majority of link parks generally are not accessible except by 
skis and snowshoes. This not only leads to overuse of the main park, but also alienates people from 
their neighbourhood park. There is a case to be made for ensuring a larger number of designated 
winter parks and gardens, complete with a facilities that will appeal for a broader range of outdoor 
interests, besides the standard fare of skiing, tobogganing, and skating, for those less inclined to 
vigorous sports.  

Because of limitations of space, it is not possible to give a detailed climatic assessment of a 
particular recreational activity; nor is it necessary, since most fit within a few groups of seasonal 
recreational activities (e.g., skiing and snowshoeing or gardening and golf). This paper considers six 
popular activities. • year round activities: touring by car;  winter activities: cross-country skiing and 
snowmobiling.  
 

• year round activities: touring by car; 
 
• winter activities: cross-country skiing and snowmobiling, 
 
• summer activities: vigorous activities such as cycling and field sports, beach activities (not         
including swimming), and yachting.  

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Outdoor Recreational Climate 
From an outdoor recreational standpoint the province has only two main seasons (Peach 1984)-

winter and summer—and two subseasons between them; viz., a spring and fall shoulder, respectively.  
 
Winter begins on the median date of first snow cover 2.5 cm or more and ends on the median date of 

last snow cover of 2.5 cm. In much of central and southern Labrador, winter begins in late October and, of 
course earlier further north. On the Island of Newfoundland, the onset of winter begins in November and 
progresses southeasterly to reach the Avalon Peninsula by early December. Of course, the retreat of winter 
goes in the opposite direction beginning in mid-April in south eastern Newfoundland, mid-May in southern 
and central Labrador, and mid-June in northern Labrador.   

Summer is divided into four parts; spring thaw, spring shoulder, high summer, autumn shoulder. 
Spring thaw is the first two weeks of summer during which, because of meltwater, the land is more or less 
too wet for outdoor activities. In some coastal areas, depending on the extent and duration of near-shore 
pack-ice along the north shore, and the humidity of cold onshore winds along the south shore, the spring-
thaw period may bea little longer. As noted, the spring thaw begins earliest on the Avalon Peninsula. But an 
interesting feature is the early spring thaw along parts of the west coast of Newfoundland. 

Peach (1984) suggests this may be due to 
easterly winds which are frequent at this time of the 
year. The easterlies, which pass over the Long 
Range Mountains would warm somewhat having 
passed over land; whereas, onshore easter-lies 
affecting the Avalon Peninsula would have been 
cooled by the Labrador Current. The spring 
shoulder follows the spring thaw. The length of the 
spring thaw period varies from year to year and 
lasts for 2-3 weeks, ending about mid-May, or it 
can drag on till early July depending largely on the 
nature of air masses passing over the Labrador 
current. However, during the spring shoulder, the 
land is relatively dry and suitable for many outdoor 
activities, albeit a little on the cool side. Although 
the spring shoulder is included within a complete 
summer it is not used in deriving statistics. 

High summer arrives when the mean daily 
maximum temperature exceeds 18°C. High summer 
tends to be short. It lasts about 80 days in north-
central Newfoundland and 60 days in the rest of the 
Island and in the Goose Bay area of Labrador. 

Throughout the rest of Labrador and higher 
elevations and some exposed coastal areas of the 
Island there are considerably fewer days of high 
summer or none at all. And finally, there is the 
autumn shoulder when the terrain is dry and mean 
daily temperatures decrease before the onset of 
winter. Many outdoor enthusiasts consider the 
autumn shoulder to be their favourite climate 
because it is usually associated with a long Indian 



summer that often lasts well into November throughout most of the Island and coastal Labrador due to the 
moderating influence of the ocean which is warmest at this time of the year.  
 
Suitable Day 

The concept of a suitable day, a climatic parameter derived from weather data, for describing the 
recreational climate of Newfoundland and Labrador is that used by the late Jim Peach during his tenure with 
Atmospheric Environment Services Weather Office in Gander and other climatologists across Canada. Like 
the Philips-Crowe climate index it is subjective and should only be used as an approximate guide. 

A suitable day is defined as one in which there are a minimum of 3 hourly observations of 
conditions conducive to a particular activity between 10.00 and 18.00 hours. This is rather restrictive 
because, in summer, there are many more hours of daylight outside this time frame, nor does it include 
potentially favourable conditions during the night; such as skiing and snowmobiing or beach activities in the 
moonlight. Figure 12-1 indicates the length of high summer throughout the province. The longest period of 
high summer in central Newfoundland reflects a semicontinental climate where it is generally drier and 
sunnier. A good portion of the Island and small area around Goose Bay in Labrador has 60 days of high 
summer (and more in sheltered valleys). Along the coast, summertime is depressed by the cold ocean. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



 
Because of the tundra vegetation of the coastal barrens, the short summer in near-shore zone of the 

Island appears to have some affinity with the climate in the subarctic region of Labrador. However, it should 
be noted that the winters are longer in subarctic Labrador (Figure 12-2); and while summers are sunnier and 
more intense, they are not warm enough to melt the permafrost. 
By contrast, winters, especially the snow-free season, are much shorter along the coast (Figure 12-3) the 
climate is best described as a long spring, with a great deal of cloudiness. The difference is accentuated by 
the fact that a regular vigorous activity, such as soccer league, can be scheduled from mid-April to mid-
November around most of coastal Newfoundland, while in sub arctic Labrador the soccer season, if it 
existed, would only last from mid-June to mid-September. 

Criteria for favourable conditions for each activity take into account the humidex, temperature, 
visibility, wind speed, precipitation (as snow or rain) and snow depth (when applicable). For example, 
favourable conditions for skiing would have a humidex 6 or greater, temperatures in the range of -14°C or 
above, visibility not less than I km, wind speed less than 24 km/h, snow cover not less than 5 cm, and light 
snow or flurries.  

Figure 12-4 shows the annual variation of suitable days for various activities in several parts of the 
province. Ironically, because of the warm southwesterly airflow, the opportunity for beaching activities 
decreases from west to east. Due to its semicontinental climate, Goose Bay has a beaching season similar to 
Gander (which is much further south). St. Lawrence, with a preponderance of cold on-shore winds coming 
off the cold Labrador current provides fewer opportunities for beaching activities. In terms of opportunities 
for vigorous activities, such as the softball season, there is little difference around the province.  

The best skiing opportunities in Labrador extend from March to late April (Figure 12-4a). 
Although snow conditions may be ideal, the wind and the bitter cold often preclude skiing in 
Labrador; whereas, snowmobiling, allowing for more protective clothing, one is largely unaffected 
by the cold. In western Newfoundland the best skiing is in January and February. Since 
Newfoundland does not usually experience prolonged dangerous wind chill conditions there is little 
difference in the snowmobiling and skiing season. However, in most years there are brief spells of 
mild weather in midwinter which may melt the snow and disrupt skiing activities and make snow 
mobiling dangerous, especially on partially frozen ponds and rivers. Mild weather in mid-winter 
occurs more often and with a greater intensity in eastern and southern parts of the island than in the 
central and western parts. For this reason there are fewer opportunities for skiing and snow 
mobiling in the east and south. 
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