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Global Climate Change as a Hazard

Global climate is probably warming at a rate vastly swifter than 
past warmings after ice ages and other natural climate swings. The 
principal cause is the growing greenhouse effect. Anthropogenic gases 
transparent to incoming sunlight are becoming increasingly abundant, 
and are heating things up by trapping outgoing infrared radiation from 
Earth. A prime culprit is carbon dioxide from burning of fossil fuels, 
but other greenhouse gases are also escalating.

To be sure there are uncertainties. Past temperature records are 
difficult to compare because of changing techniques of measurement. 
Computer climate simulation models differ in design details. They give 
somewhat divergent speeds and magnitudes of warming, and 1ocate the 
impacts in different regions. Clouds are a particularly big source of 
uncertainty.
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The speed of onset of the warming ii 
on natural ecological systems. A slow change a n o w s  natural 
adapt, but a rapid one does not. The rate of heating depends 
future political and economic forces. If fossil fuels are sharply 
husbanded by energy conservation, and if other greenhouse gases are 
curtailed, human societies and natural ecological balances will have 
more time to acommodate.

What will be the impact of a global warming by the middle of the 
21st Century? Social, economic and political effects are difficult to 
predict. In global warming there will be winners as well as losers, 
but most will lose.

Ocean heights may rise by one to two meters. If so, the present 
mechanical barriers against North Sea storm surges in Holland will be 
inadequate. Fertile, productive and beautiful lowland will be invaded 
by salt water. Belgium, France and other European coastal countries 
are already studying ways to cope with a higher ocean.

Such a rise will overrun the best agricultural land in Bangladesh. 
One third or more of the nation will go under water. With already 
marginal food resources, this country will suffer badly. Tide surges, 
already devastating, will inexorably worsen.
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Valuable seacoast areas in many other parts of the world will be 
hurt. Cities like Venice probably can't adapt, and thus large parts of 
them will go. Florida will sustain vast losses. Numerous other- 
coastal regions will suffer equally.

Forests, such as those of Upper Michigan, can migrate and maintain 
species diversity if climate change is slow enough. But the greenhouse 
warming appears too rapid for natural adaptation. Giant forestation 
projects may become essential if the wood products industries are to 
remain productive. At the projected rate of climate change many 
species of trees will not reproduce themselves, and forests may become 

grass1and s .

Strategies to prevent or adapt to the warming are expensive and 
take a long time. There are hundreds of prospective measures that make 
sense. If, for example, the warming brings heightened drought to the
al ready semiarid Aral Sea drainage in the USSR, water diversion from 
the northflowing Ob' River could irrigate a huge agricultural zone.
But it will take 25 years to accomplish, and will cost tens of billions 
of dollars. If the warming does not come, the new water may reverse 
ecological disaster already happening in the region.

Most models suggest that the rainfal 1 in the Great Plains of US 
will decline with the warming. Irrigation is already depleting the 
non-renewable ground water. If these plains are to be returned to 
perennial grasses, or afforested, enormous public expenditures will be 
needed to accomplish it. This will demand long lead times and great 
political commitment. Without it the soil may blow as in the thirties.

Such measures can and should be undertaken, I am convinced, if 
they have good prospects of paying back their costs without a climate 
change, and if their benefits will vastly multiply in case the climate 
warms. Some of the possible adaptive measures will reward the nation 
or region that, instigates them, even if others do not cooperate.
Unlike global control of carbon dioxide, international cooperation is 
not needed for many of them to succeed.

The time is at hand, I believe, for concerted local, national and 
international efforts to develop and assess strategic plans for climate 
change that will bring benefits without the change, and that will 
reduce the hazards of life for billions if the warming comes.

My apologies to the Climate Club for the length of this. I wrote 
it today for the journal “Natural Hazards Observer" and I decided to 
share it with you in advance of publication. Please don't quote it in 
print before it appears there. Much of the content you've seen before,
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