


The bigquestions
Can we slow down global warming? 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), a
group of 2500 scientists working with the UN, says that
mankind is causing global warming. IPCC blames the
ÔGreenhouse Effect Õ - certain gases trap heat in the atmosphere
and so warm up our planet. The ÔKyoto ProtocolÕ sets targets for
reducing the output of these Ôgreenhouse gasesÕ, - an 8%
reduction is proposed for Europe by 2012. Today, the challenge
is three-fold - first, politicians world-wide must agree the targets;
secondly, scientists must monitor greenhouse gases to check that
targets are met; and thirdly, we need to better understand the
interactions between our planetÕs atmosphere, oceans and
biosphere, so that we can combat global warming together.

How badly damaged is the ozone layer?
Between 25 and 35 km above our heads, a layer of ozone gas
permeates the stratosphere. This layer protects us from the barrage
of high-energy ultraviolet light from the Sun, which causes sunburn
and skin cancer. Certain chemicals - many, like CFCs, produced by
mankind - react with ozone, making holes in this vital protective
layer. A large hole was first detected over Antarctica in the 80Õs and
a reduction found over the Arctic in the late 90Õs. The damage is
serious: The World Meteorological Organisation says Ôthe ozone
layer is currently in its most vulnerable stateÕ. Even if it suffered no
further harm, the ozone layer would need at least 50 years to return
to its natural state. So we must monitor and protect it carefully.

What causes El Ni–o?
El Ni–o is a huge temperature and sea level change in the Pacific
Ocean. A giant pool of warm water moves from west to east,
causing rainfall 10-40 times above average in South America, and
effects as far afield as Africa. El Ni–o doesnÕt come every year, but
repeats every few years. Scientists have learned to recognise some
of the signs of a forthcoming El Ni–o event, but they do not yet
understand its causes. They are sure, though, that the answer will be
found with a better understanding of the global interaction between
the oceansÕ surface and the atmosphere above.

What is happening to the worldÕs forests?
Forests are the lungs of our planet, converting carbon dioxide, the
greenhouse gas, into breathable oxygen. In a year, mankind releases 6
gigatonnes of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere - but forests and
phytoplankton in the oceans Ôclean upÕ about half of that. However, we are
inflicting unprecedented damage on our forests. In a single decade between
1980 and 1990 global forest cover was reduced by 2%, and tropical
rainforests by a staggering 8%. Forests are also home to more of the 13
million species on our planet than any other habitat. Without an accurate
picture of global forest change, and the most fragile zones, governments
cannot protect our environment effectively.

Why are our sea levels rising?
Within a century, some nations may no longer exist. 50 countries are
threatened by a sea level rise of 50 cm by 2100, as predicted by the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. Global warming is already
raising the high-water mark, but we are not yet sure of the mechanism.
Perhaps the icecaps are retreating, releasing part of their vast store of water
into the oceans; perhaps other mechanisms are responsible. It may already
be too late for some countries. But without global monitoring and detailed
scientific analysis we cannot hope to understand why sea levels are rising,
nor how the seemingly inexorable process can be stopped.

What are the effects of atmospheric pollution?
Viewed from space, a pall hangs over the eastern USA and parts of Europe.
These are just two of the many areas around the world pumping chemicals
and dust into our atmosphere. Pollution goes far beyond the spoil tips and
poisonous rivers in factory back yards. According to UNEP, Ôair pollution and
acid rain are now global problemsÕ. The European Environmental Action
Programme adds ÔTwo-thirds of the trees in Europe are suffering from
atmospheric pollutionÕ. Asthma is rising dramatically in the industrialised
world. It is essential for our childrenÕs future that we obtain accurate scientific
evidence as a basis for international control of pollution and its effects.

Are natural disasters becoming more frequent?
Catastrophic floods, great storms, mudslides, or avalanches have
threatened thousands of people in Europe in the last few years. Many
people blame Ôglobal warmingÕ for these natural disasters, and point to
unnaturally extreme weather. But climate change is a complex subject, and
no one knows for sure whether these natural disasters are actually more
common today than in the past. We need more complete information about
our climate and the causes of extreme weather. But in the mean time, we
can use all the tools at our disposal to monitor the risks of natural disasters,
and mitigate their effects when they occur.


