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GLOBAL WARMING CONTROVERSY HEATS UP

President George Bush recently turned up the heat on global warming by refusing to continue negotiations over an international treaty on carbon-dioxide called the Kyoto Protocols.  Environmentalists reacted angrily.  Dispassionate observers noted that this was only a recognition of reality.  For four years, our Congress has postponed acting on the treaty.

Kyoto Protocols specify that we reduce emissions of carbon dioxide to 7 percent below 1990 levels.  But since 1990, we’ve increased our output of carbon dioxide by something like 22 percent.  So, we’d really have to reduce our carbon dioxide ration by almost 30 percent.  

And, at the moment, we’re talking about building more power plants and buying even larger SUVs.  If we continue our present course, according to some experts, U.S. carbon-dioxide emissions will increase another 16 percent during the next decade.

Last year, at the Hague, our emissaries attempted to renegotiate the protocols to something Congress could tolerate.  We wanted credit for our carbon-dioxide-gulping forests and the ability to buy “pollution credits.”  We also objected to underdeveloped nations, like China, getting a free ride, with no quotas on carbon-dioxide.  We failed.

Opposition came from European countries without large forests.  They can control carbon-dioxide more easily because much of their electrical power is generated by nuclear reactors.  Nuclear and hydroelectric generators don’t produce carbon-dioxide.  But nuclear reactors and dams are no-nos these days in the U.S.

EPA Administrator, Christine Whitman, promises a study of the carbon-dioxide problem.  Who will study it, and when, hasn’t been publicized.  Meanwhile, there’s much activity – and controversy – among scientists working on global warming issues.

In “Improving the Effectiveness of U.S. Climate Modeling,” the National Academy of Sciences (NAS) reported that climate research was “robust,” but forecasting efforts had shortcomings.  The panel pointed out that climate observations were important for developing models.   Yet, according to its criteria, the panel also found current observational programs inadequate.

The experts concluded that the current computer capability wasn’t adequate for research or forecasting.  They recommended increases of computer speeds by a whopping factor of 1000 to do a proper job.  Also, panelists felt that demands for global warming forecasts were impacting research programs negatively. 

MIT Professor Richard Lindzen is an internationally recognized expert on atmospheric dynamics who was elected to the National Academy of Sciences when he was only 37.  He frequently criticizes the way current climate models account for water vapor.  The NY Times has quoted Lindzen as saying the following.  “This was a field that was in a primitive state when it assumed a policy importance a few years ago.  Suddenly we’ve declared thousands of people in a primitive field as world experts . . .”

Frederick Seitz, former President of the National Academy of Sciences, is also disturbed about current trends on policies to restrict carbon-dioxide.  He’s circulating a petition that criticizes the Kyoto Protocols.  The petition says, in part, that “this treaty is, in our opinion, based on flawed ideas.” 

Last summer, James Hansen, a pioneer in global warming research, commented that controlling carbon dioxide was almost hopeless.  He also noted that the effect of carbon-dioxide on global warming hadn’t increased much during the past two decades.  According to his studies, atmospheric pollutants such as methane, soot, and Freons have as much effect on warming as carbon-dioxide.

So, he concluded, it would be much easier, and more effective, to control those pollutants.  Critics quickly pounced, complaining that the role of pollutants was too complicated and not well enough understood.  Reportedly, Hansen backed down.

NASA’s satellite-based measurements of lower atmospheric temperatures are troubling.  They show no warming over the past two decades.  In fact, measurements show a slight cooling.  Critics of surface measurements point to adjustments of urban measurements needed to account for “urban warming.”  Critics of satellite measurements cite difficulties with calibration of sensors.

Hansen recently wrote a paper that agrees with the latter critics.  He applied corrections and concluded that satellite measurements do actually show a slight increase over the past twenty years.  Still, it’s much smaller than increases derived from surface measurements or models.


At last year’s Hague conference, results of several global warming models were used.  The predictions ranged over a factor of ten.  Though the press reported the highest prediction, most predictions were nearer the small end of the range.


Calamity predictions make eye-catching news stories.  But most are speculative, and don’t survive scientific scrutiny.  For instance, a NAS panel concluded that claims of widespread disease caused by global warming was unfounded.

Global pollution is a serious and growing problem caused by both developed and underdeveloped nations.  We must do what we can to ease that problem.  But, we also need to put things in perspective, and recognize difficulties in turning back the carbon-dioxide clock.  We should encourage the “robust” climate research effort, while recognizing the preliminary nature of models and predictions.  

