Myths of Global Warming

The Clinton administration has decided to commit the
United States to finalizing a treaty in December 1997
that would impose legally binding, internationally en-
forceable limits on the production of greenhouse gases,
primarily carbon dioxide (CO,). That decision was
based on the belief that global warming is significant,
that humans are its primary cause and that only immedi-
ate government action can avert disaster.

Yet there is no scientific consensus that global warm-
ing is a problem or that humans are its cause. Even if
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concerned with climate conditions reject the theory by a

wide margin.

B A Gallup poll found that only 17 percent of the
members of the Meteorological Society and the Ameri-
can Geophysical Society think that the warming of the
20th century has been a result of greenhouse gas
emissions — principally CO, from burning fossil
fuels. [See Figure IL.]

B Only 13 percent of the scientists responding to a
survey conducted by the environmental organization
Greenpeace believe catastrophic climate change will
result from continuing current patterns of energy use.
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harm. By contrast,

putting off action

until we have more evidence of human-caused global
warming and better technology to mitigate it is both
environmentally and economically sound.

Much of the environmental policy now proposed is
based on myths. Let’s look at the four most common.

Myth #1: Scientists Agree the Earth Is Warming.
While ground-level temperature measurements suggest
the earth has warmed between 0.3 and 0.6 degrees
Celsius since 1850, global satellite data, the most reli-
able of climate measurements, show no evidence of
warming during the past 18 years. [See Figure I.] Even
if the earth’s temperature has increased slightly, the
increase is well within the natural range of known
temperature variation over the last 15,000 years. Indeed,
the earth experienced greater warming between the 10th
and 15th centuries — a time when vineyards thrived in
England and Vikings colonized Greenland and built
settlements in Canada.

Myth #2: Humans Are Causing Global Warming.
Scientists do not agree that humans discernibly influence
global climate because the evidence supporting that
theory is weak. The scientific experts most directly

spheric carbon di-
oxide has in-
creased by 28 percent over the past 150 years, human-
generated carbon dioxide could have played only a small
part in any warming, since most of the warming occurred
prior to 1940 — before most human-caused carbon
dioxide emissions.

Myth #3: The Government Must Act Now to Halt
Global Warming. The belief underlying this myth is
that the consequences of near-term inaction could be
catastrophic and, thus, prudence supports immediate
government action.

However, a 1995 analysis by proponents of global
warming theory concluded that the world's governments
can wait up to 25 years to take action with no appreciable
negative effect on the environment. T.M.L. Wigley, R.
Richels and J.A. Edmonds followed the common scien-
tific assumption that a realistic goal of global warming
policy would be to stabilize the concentration of atmo-
spheric CO, at approximately twice preindustrial levels,
or 350 parts per million by volume. Given that economic
growth will continue with a concomitant rise in green-
house gas emissions, the scientists agreed that stabiliza-
tion at this level is environmentally sound as well as
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