THE GREENHOUSE EFFECT
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Man-made carbon dioxide, released into and accumulated in the atmosphere, is
believed to warm the earth through the so-called greevhouse effect., The gas
acts like the transparent walls of a greenhouse and traps heat in the
atmosphere that would normally be radiated back inte space. Mainly due to
fossil fuel burning and deforestation, the atmespheric CO2 concentration has
increased some 15% in the present.century to a level of about 340 ppm, If
this trend continues, the concentration will be doubled by the third quarter
of the next century. The most sophisticated geophysical computer modals
. predict that such a doubling could increase the global mean temperature by
1.3-3.3°C. The release of other (trace) gases, notably chlorofluorocarbons,
methane, ozone and nitrous oxide, which have the same effect, may ampllfy
the warming by predicted factors ranglng from 1.5 to 3.53°C.

Mathematlcal models of the earth's c¢limate indicate that if this warming
occurs then it could create significant <hanges in sea level, ocean
currents, precipitation patterns, regional temperature and weather. These

changes could be larger than any that have occurred over the last 12,000 .

years. Such relatively fast and dramatic changes would impact on the human
enwvironment, future living standards and food supplies, and could have
- major soecial:, economic and political consequences :

' There is. reasonable scientific agreement that increased levels of greenhouse
. gases would cause a globai warming. However, there 1s no consensus about. the
degree of warming and né veéry good understandlng what the specific effects
of warming might be, But. as long as man ¢ontinues to release greénhouse

gdses into’ the,atmosphere, participation in such a global "experiment! is
' guaranteed, Many. -scientists believe that a real increase in the global
temperature will be detectable towards the end- of this century or early next
century. In _the meanwhile, greater sophistication both in modelling and

mwonitoring will improve the understanding and likely outcomes. However, by

the time the global warming becomes detectable it could be too late to ‘take
effective countermeasures to reduce the effeets ot even to stabilise the
situation. ‘ :

The likely time scale of possible change does ; hot necessitate immediate
remedial action. However, the potential impacts are sufflclently serlous for
research to be directed more to the analysis of policy and energy optlons
than to studies of what we will be facing exactly. Antlcipatxon of climatlc
change is new, preventing undue change is a challenge “which requires
1nternationa1 cooperation,

With fossil fuel combustion be1ng the major sourcé of €07 in the: afmoephere
a forward looking approach by the "energy industry “is clearly desirable,
 seeking to play its part with governments and others in the development of
appropriate measures to tackle the problem.
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