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The Greenhouse Warms Up— Or Does It?

It turns out that 1983, based on worldwide averages, was the 
fourth warmest year on record, and this hot on the heels of 1981, the very 
warmest on record since the invention of the thermometer. All this has 
been reported by two scientists, Philip Jones and Mick Kelly, good friends 
of mine and solid citizens, from the Climatic Research Unit of the 
University of East Anglia. There is a short but accurate account of their 
finding in a recent issue of the "New Scientist" (March 15).

This group at East Anglia has devoted consummately careful work to 
evaluate the trends of the world's climate. The project was initiated 
about ten years ago as the crowning piece of his career, by one of the 
grand old men of climate research, Hubert H. Lamb, who has written 
marvelous books about climate trends. One of the main goals before them 
is to evaluate whether the world is warming up according to the theories 
of the carbon dioxide "greenhouse effect." There are lots of uncertain
ties in this theory, though most research supports it.

If fossil fuel usage continues to rise, if deforestation is not 
halted, and if our ideas about ocean uptake of carbon dioxide are correct, 
then the carbon dioxide content of the atmosphere should double by the 
middle of the next century, compared to the start of the industrial age 
shortly before 1900. Already fairly accurate measures show something over 
a 20% rise by now. Today's highly accurate measures show the rise 
continuing essentially unabated, with only a shade of a dip in the growth 
rate when oil prices rose after 1972. This should, according to theory, 
raise the earth's average temperature about 3 deg C (with an uncertainty 
of about 1.5 deg C) by the time the carbon dioxide doubles. This is a huge 
amount in terms of normal climate fluctuations— and would cause a warmer 
earth than anything we've had since the end of the last ice age about
10,000 years ago. In fact, it might even be warmer than anything in some 
millions of years.

The cooling that set in from 1940 till 1970 of a few tenths of a 
degree has stopped, according to the East Anglia group, and the rise of 
recent years is very steep, wiping out the 30 year cooling in just a 
decade. Moreover, they point out that the rise of temperature took place 
in spite of the huge El Chichon volcanic eruption, which theory suggests 
should have produced a cooling.

All of this implies that if carbon dioxide and other "greehouse 
gases" are the operating cause, the predicted warming of 3 deg may be a 
conservative underestimate, and that the upper limit of the uncertainty 
factor (4.5 deg C) may be the more probable value by mid 21st Century. A 
change of this amount will have huge consequences. I wrote an article 
about all this for the Conservation Foundation last year. I'll be glad 
to send it to anyone interested. Just ask on line or drop me a note.
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