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The Emperor’s New Climate: Is Global Warming Real?

Duncan Maxwell Anderson
Monday, Feb. 16, 2004

Everyone knows that the planet Earth is heating up disastrously.
Everyone. If you listen to the news at all, you know that the 1990s was
the hottest decade in 1,000 years. That Delaware-sized chunks of
Antarctica are melting. That the sea will rise and swallow cities like
Amsterdam and New Orleans, and that there has been a record number
of storms and killer heat waves worldwide. That tropical diseases like
malaria, dengue fever, and Ebola are spreading to northern countries
because their climates have become so warm.

Scientists know this: The Union of Concerned Scientists (UCS) just
published a petition with 1,000 signatures saying that computer
simulations show that mankind is causing a dangerous warming of the
planet.

The United Nations (UN) and the U.S. Catholic bishops know it, as do
famous actors and actresses. Little schoolchildren have learned it. So
have teenage boys who weren’t paying attention in class but who read
Outside magazine (for young men interested in risky sports and pictures
of babes in hiking gear). One of the cover lines on the December 2003
issue reads, “Dude, the Alps are melting!”

Global warming is “a weapon of mass destruction,” says Sir John
Houghton, the former head of the British Meteorological Office, who also
served with other prominent scientists on the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC), a group convened by the UN. American policy
and American factories, power plants, and cars are largely to blame,
according to UN scientists, because it's disproportionately their exhaust
that’s putting carbon dioxide (CO?2) into the air, causing the planet to heat

up.

Global warming has become part of our culture’s common sense. Who
among us, whether a tree hugger or a free-market zealot, has not
shrugged to himself inwardly as he started his car on a frigid winter
evening to go pick up the kids? You pull out of your driveway, waiting for
the roaring internal-combustion engine to burn some more dinosaurs and
kick the waste heat to the defroster and to the heater at your feet —to
make you more comfortable, for now. But where is this heat and exhaust
going in the end?

It scarcely seems an exaggeration to say the whole world is going to
vaporize like an Oklahoma town zapped by a B-movie spaceship, just
from you and me driving to the mall and back. But how is this possible?
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Here’s how Jerry Mahliman of the National Center for Atmospheric
Research (NCAR) explains the “greenhouse effect” — by which, he says,
the planet’s temperature will probably rise 6 to 8 degrees Fahrenheit this
century, and on to even more catastrophic levels thereafter for the next
1,000 years: The sun shines, sending us energy. Some of the energy,
mostly in the form of high-frequency waves of visible light, passes through
the layer of gases we call our atmosphere and hits the earth. As it does, it
changes from visible light into the lower-frequency, invisible waves we
call infrared energy — or heat. That's what's going on when the sun shines
on a rock and the rock becomes hot to the touch.

Heat is then radiated from the earth back toward space. But because the
frequency of infrared waves is lower, they can’t pass as easily through the
earth’s layer of atmospheric gases — including CO2, methane, nitrous
oxide, and water vapor — and are trapped.

The heat stays trapped for a time, heating up the atmosphere and the
earth below it like a greenhouse warming in the winter sun. The heat-
trapping gases are called “greenhouse gases.” The greenhouse effect
isn’t all bad, though.

“The earth can only sustain life because it is wearing a light blanket of
greenhouse gases,” Mahlman says. “Without them, the planet would be
65 degrees [Fahrenheit] colder” — which is to say it would be an ice ball.

But Mahlman says we’'ve been making the planet warmer and warmer by
adding to the layer of greenhouse gases: Every time we burn something,
whether we’re driving a car, generating electricity in a power plant that
runs on coal or oil, or staring dreamily into the fireplace on a winter
evening, we're adding greenhouse gases to the atmosphere (especially
C02), which are formed when burning substances in the fuel combine
with gases in the air.

The more we burn, the more gases are released into the atmosphere and
added to the earth’s insulating layer.

The effect, Mahiman says, is that “each year, the blanket gets a little
thicker,” less heat escapes into space, and the world gets warmer.

That's the theory of global warming in a nutshell.
“Only a fool,” Mahlman warns me, “would argue against this.”
Earth in the Lurch

Global warming first became big news as a doomsday scenario about 15
years ago — just as the Soviet bloc was about to collapse. A joint session
of Congress held hearings on global warming as a possible threat to life
on earth. The environmentalist lobby Friends of the Earth (FOE) arranged
for a NASA scientist named James Hansen to testify. Officially, Hansen
would be speaking as a private citizen to avoid having his testimony
edited by his employers, the (first) Bush White House.

Hansen was originally invited to address Congress in November 1987 but
protested to FOE that in the cold of autumn, his remarks wouldn’t get
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