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Provocation No. 294 
Recent Warm Temperatures Verified in China

Temperatures in central China have warmed up over the last 50 years.
From ancient ice cores dug from remote glaciers on the Tibetan Plateau, the 
recent warmth seems greater than anytime since 10,000 years ago, at the end 
of the last Northern Hemisphere ice age. As with the high temperatures of 
the 1980's and with the record-breaking heat and drought of the summer of 
19 88 in USA, we can not really say that the Tibetan data reflect the 
greenhouse warming. But again, it is very much what you expect if the 
warming is beginning to emerge from the background of climate "noise."

The new work was done by Lonnie Thompson of Ohio State University and 
xiaoling Wu of the Lanzhou Institute of Glaciology and Geocryology in China. 
The report by Thompson and six co-authors is in a recent issue of "Science." 
The work is part of a cooperative research of the PRC and the US. "This 
isn't proof that the whole global system is warming, but this is certainly 
very, very interesting" stated climate expert Richard Wetherald of Princeton 
University in an article published in November in the Washington Post..

Wetherald and other modelers said central China and the centers of other 
large land masses are good places to look for early signs of global climate 
trends because they are far away from the moderating effect of large oceans.

Thompson and Xiaoling took drilling gear to the top of the remote Dunde 
ice cap in China's Qinghai-Tibet Plateau, and extracted three ice cores of 
about 450 feet length each. The annual rings in these cores take the record 
back with accuracy about 4,500 years, and with less accuracy considerably 
farther. The deeper cores get distorted and twisted because of the great 
pressure of the overlying ice, and that makes it difficult to count the rings 
due to annual patterns in dust, gases, and chemicals such as sulfates that 
deposit from the atmosphere. They show a drastic warming about 10,000 years 
ago, and a warm period from about 6000 to 8000 BP (Before Present).

The ice cores show that temperatures have been about l to 2.5 deg C 
warmer in the last 50 years compared to the preceding 50 years. This is 
considerably more of a contrast than is revealed by the best global average 
estimates of Tom wigley and colleagues at East Anglia in England. But is is 
not surprising that the warming, if it is indeed the greenhouse effect, 
should be greater in such an inland mid-latitude location than for the whole 
ocean-moderated earth.

Thompson now plans to seek comparable data from Greenland ice and 
Antarctic ice. Ice drilling has recently been done there as well.

As we have discussed frequently, here in the Climate Club, no single 
piece of evidence like this can assure us that we are seeing the greenhouse 
effect impact of human industry on the global climate. Climate has simply 
too much variability or "noise" to allow us yet to say that. But as bits and 
pieces like this accumulate, we tend more and more to gain confidence that 
the observational evidence is supporting the expectations from the theory of 
the greenhouse effect. If the evidence continues to mount for another decade
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or two, we will probably emerge from the noise and have genuine confidence 
that the increasing greenhouse gases are causing the warming.

The big debate, now, is about when is the time to begin to take serious 
action to moderate the trend and to institute long-range and large scale 
plans that cost money today in order to enable the next generation to 
accommodate more successfully to the expected changes. As we have discussed 
here, the time to act is probably now for strategies like energy conservation 
that have a payoff regardless of what happens to climate, and will provide 
insurance if the greenhouse warming is already showing up.

* * * * *


