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It is absolute scientific fact that the changes w

e are
m

aking to the concentrations of different gases w
ill

effect the w
ay the atm

osphere behaves. T
he only

areas of debate is how
 serious the im

pacts are
likely to be. T

his is a huge and very dangerous
experim

ent w
ith som

ething w
e don't understand.
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O
ver 2,000 scientists are directly w

orking on the
Intergovernm

ental P
anel on C

lim
ate C

hange to
study this problem

 and its im
pacts. T

his is one of
the largest m

obilisations of scientific research ever
undertaken. A

ll the scientists agree that w
e have a

huge problem
. In 1997 3,000 scientists signed a

S
tatem

ent on C
lim

atic D
isruption. A

lso in 1997
1,500 scientists including 110 N

obel P
rize w

inners,
signed a letter to U

S
 P

resident C
linton calling for

im
m

ediate action. In 1999 the 35,000 scientists in
the U

S
 G

eophysical U
nion adopted a position call-

ing for action. In M
ay 2001, the national scientific

academ
ies of 17 nations including the U

K
 R

oyal
S

ociety signed a statem
ent calling for action.
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T
he jargon does not reflect the seriousness of the

situation.
* C

lim
ate change suggests a slow

 and steady pre-
dictable change. In reality w

e face a rapid and
chaotic flip-flop betw

een extrem
e w

eather events.
* G

lobal w
arm

ing suggests a slow
 steady increase

in tem
peratures, like w

arm
ing a bath. In reality it

w
ill not be steady, and local w

eather choas m
ay

include extrem
es of cold as w

ell as heat.
* Talking of C

lim
ate suggests som

ething scientific
and outside people's concern. B

ut the reality in

people's lives w
ill concern violent changes in

w
eather.

* S
om

e vested interests talk of the “uncertainties”
of clim

ate change. T
here are no uncertainties

about the reality of change, only the exact nature
those changes w

ill take.
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STA
R
TED

T
his is not som

e vague future threat. A
ll around the

w
orld rapid changes in the w

eather are already
happening.
T

he ongoing drought in S
outh E

ast A
ustralia is only

a taste of w
hat the next few

 decades have in store.
T

he 12 m
onths up to M

arch 2001 w
ere the w

ettest
in B

ritain in 500 years.
T

he U
S

 w
inter of 1999-2000 w

as the m
ildest since

records began. T
he w

inter of 2000-2001 w
as the

coldest since records began. T
his is an exam

ple of
the "flip-flop in extrem

e w
eather.

M
ozam

bique in 2000 had the w
orst floods in 50

years displacing 100,000 people
N

orthw
est India had the w

orst drought in 100 years
in 2000
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B
eyond 2050 w

e face the acceleration of the
process of clim

ate change. C
arbon and m

ethane
stored in soils and oceans w

ill start to leak into the
air and the natural processes in forests and oceans
that rem

ove carbon dioxide from
 the air w

ill break
dow

n. M
any now

 consider that the w
orld has only a

decade or so to begin radical reductions in green-
house pollution, or clim

ate disaster w
ill be unavoid-

able.

fact sheet one: an introduction to clim
ate change
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In the m
id 19th century scientists found in the lab-

oratory that each gas has a different capacity to

retain and hold heat. O
xygen and nitrogen loose

heat rapidly - carbon dioxide, how
ever, is very

good at holding heat.

T
he ability of som

e gases to retain heat is very

im
portant for the functioning of the atm

osphere.

T
hey allow

 the suns rays pass through the atm
os-

phere and w
arm

 the earth and then they prevent

that heat from
 being radiated back into space.

T
hey function like the glass in a greenhouse- let-

ting through the suns rays and then holding in the

heat. T
hat's w

hy this is called the greenhouse

effect.

T
he gases that have the quality of retaining heat in

the atm
osphere are called the greenhouse gases.

T
he m

ost im
portant one is carbon dioxide. T

here

are other gases in the atm
osphere w

hich are far

m
ore pow

erful but are present in far sm
aller con-

centrations . M
ethane retains 25 tim

es as m
uch

heat as carbon dioxide; nitrous oxide 320 tim
es.

2
. TH

E P
R
O
B
LEM

O
ur w

hole econom
y is based on burning coal, oil

and natural gas, called fossil fuels. W
e can't see

m
ost of these fires, but just im

agine every car on

the m
otorw

ay as a roaring fire, every electricity

pow
erstation as a huge inferno. W

e all contribute

to this through our carbon intensive lifestyle, our

cars, hom
e heating, and air travel.

E
very tim

e w
e burn these fuels w

e produce m
ore

w
aste carbon dioxide. A

lot m
ore; hundreds of bil-

lions of tonnes a year in fact. C
arbon dioxode con-

centration in the atm
osphere has increased by

35%
 since industrialisation, and w

ill have doubled

w
ithin a few

 decades at current rates.

B
urning also produces nitrous oxides, also pow

er-

ful greenhouse gases. W
e are also dum

ping new

gases in the atm
osphere. C

F
C

's (chloroflourocar-

bons) are used in refridgerators and, although they

are present in tiny quantities relative to carbon

dioxide they are 9,000 tim
es m

ore pow
erful at

retaining heat (w
hich is w

hat m
ade them

 so good

for refridgeration in the first place!)

T
he change in the atm

osphere w
ill m

ean that far

m
ore of the sun's energy is held w

ithin the clim
ate

system
s, throw

ing all existing clim
ate system

s into

chaos. C
om

puter predictions estim
ate global tem

-

perature increases over the next 100 years of

across the w
orld by up to 6°C

. S
cientists know

 of

no tim
e w

hen tem
peratures have risen faster, and

predict catastrophic consequences w
ith an aver-

age tem
perature increase of 2°C

 or m
ore. In the

next fifty years w
e w

ill see ever increasing

extrem
es of w

eather. M
ore storm

s, floods,

droughts. B
illions m

ore people w
ill face food and

w
ater shortages, hundreds of m

illions w
ill be

forced to flee their hom
elands.

W
ithout radical cuts in greenhouse pollution, by

2050 clim
ate change w

ill have com
m

itted 50%
 of

terrestrial species to extinction, destroyed 90%
 of

coral reefs and half the A
m

azon rainforest.
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