November 15, 2010 – Daylight Savings Time and Running
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Every spring and autumn we change the time on our clocks by one hour.   Thanks to the adage ‘spring forward and fall back’ we can easily remember which way to turn the clocks.   It has been a week since we turned our clocks back an hour and my brain has been working overtime on the entire subject of Daylight Savings Time.   When and why did we start playing around with the time?   What are the positive and negative outcomes of switching the clocks twice a year?   Should I sleep an extra hour, watch another hour of television or, since it was poker night, play poker for an additional hour?   Then there is the effect on running, which most people who work during the day do in the morning or evening.   It’s nice to have a little daylight in the morning, but an early dusk in the evening is definitely unwelcome.      
Modern Daylight Savings Time was first proposed by New Zealand entomologist George Vernon Hudson, whose normal day time work gave him leisure time to collect insects in the evening, and made him aware of the value of after-hours daylight in the summer.   Germany and its allies adopted the practice during World War One.   It passed the United States Congress in 1918 with one major goal of extending the evening sunlight to allow farmers more time to work in their fields – as if they weren’t working hard already!    In recent times proponents have touted its economic effects and a possible reduction in energy usage, but both are negligible.   Studies have shown a decrease in vehicle accidents during evening ‘rush hour’ when driving in daylight.   Since more people get outside for exercise in the evening, extra daylight in the summer has a positive effect on public health.   But right now the main issue is what turning the clocks back does and how it affects runners.

I usually coach clients in the morning and often meet for a distance run, fartlek run or to do repeat hills on trails at a park.   We need daylight which has been problematic while morning dawns later as autumn progresses.   In September we could start safely running around 6:45 a.m., though in late October we had to wait until 7:15 or so.   Interestingly, right when birds started their chirping there was enough light to run on the trail.   We used the birds’ pleasant sounds as the signal to begin our trail running.
In the evening there is a limited time available for trail running after a typical workday.   I met a coaching client last week after his work day and we jogged two miles to a hill where he was scheduled to do hill repetitions.   When he asked how many he would do my response was, ‘Six or eight depending on the light.’   He ended up running six hill repeats and it was too dark on the final two to even see my watch as I attempted to read out his times.   Then we had to run the two miles back to our vehicles on an adjacent road as the trail was unsafe.

Revisiting the topic of birds chirping in the morning finds a fascinating occurrence at my home.   Before the clocks were turned back last week, birds would start chirping each day precisely at 7:02 a.m.   When we changed the time, the first two days they started tweeting at 6:02 a.m. which made sense.   Strangely on the third day the birds adopted Daylight Savings Time and their peeping began at 7:02 which has continued every day.   To add to the intrigue, they chirp for exactly one hour and stop at 8:02 a.m.  This whole business of the birds switching time and chirping for sixty minutes is weird.   Maybe I can get Congress to approve a couple hundred grand for a study!
Savor the additional daylight if you run in the morning and be extra careful if you run in the evening.   Before you go, though, I must leave you with two more considerations regarding Daylight Savings Time.  First, if someone says, ‘I’ll work on it 24/7,’ when they turned their clocks back did they work on it 24/6 and then 25 hours that one day?   Second, since the time change occurs at 2:00 a.m., what happens if we set our clocks back when we go to sleep before that time?   Can we get in trouble with the government?  I hope not, because I set my clocks back before 2:00 a.m.   Shhhhh – don’t tell anyone!
