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Rlse in 002 Ievels is

no cause for alarm

By John Charles

he biggest problem with the
public discussion of global
warming is the tendency of
environmental advocates to
distort the facts and exaggerate fu-
ture consequences. Messrs. Good-
stein and Wolf do both by claiming
that carbon dioxide (CO2) is a “pollu-
tant” that will cause “weather of
mass destruction.”
In fact, CO2 is not a pollutant, ei-
‘ther legally or scientifically. Itis an
essential element in the atmosphere
that helps maintain life as part of the
Earth’s temperature-control system.
There is no evidence that the recent
rise in CO2 emissions has caused, or
will cause, extreme weather events.
CO2 is a greenhouse gas, but the
key scientific issue is the extent to
which atmospheric CO2 generated
by human sources affects global cli-
mate. The answer is not nearly as
clear as some people believe. CO2 is
created primarily by the burning of
fossil fuels, but that same combus-
tion process also generates other
gases that have complex effects on
climate, sometimes offsetting warm-
ing.
- For example, most types of com-

. bustion create airborne particulates,
or soot. Because soot is dark, it can
warm the upper air by absorbing
sunlight, and artificially cool the sur-
face of the Earth.

. Due to these and other factors,

such as cloud formation, the National
Academy of Sciences recently con-
cluded that “a causal linkage be-.
tween the buildup of greenhouse
gases in the atmosphere and the ob-
served climate changes during the
20th century cannot be unequivocal-
ly established.”

. The call for increased regulation of
greenhouse gases presumes that
currenf climate patterns represent
the norm and that any change must
be bad. But climate has fluctuated

that the government take drastic
measures to reduce fossil fuel use ig-
nore the fact that the U.S. economy
has doubled its energy efficiency
during the past 50 years. This has
largely occurred through market -
forces, not regulation.

Moreover, economic growth no
fonger means an automatic rise in
CO2. While the U.S. gross domestic

product grew by 32 percent from 1990
t0 1999, energy-related CO2 emis-
sions grew by only 12 percent. This
means that we do not have to impose
growth controls in order to minimize
greenhouse gases; we simply have to
encourage the continued technologi-
cal innovation that is characteristic
of a free-market economy.

The greatest worldwide environ-
mental threat is not global warming;
it’s poverty. Millions of people die an-
nually in developing countries be-
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versity. cost at least $150 billion
Those who demand per year, and possibly

much more. UNICEF estimates that
just $70 (billion) to $80 billion a year
could.give all Third World inhabi-
tants access to the basics like health,
education, water and sanitation.”
Instead of worrying about theoreti-

cal climate changes that we probably

an’t control anyway, we should fo-
cus on raising international stan- .
dards of living. That will benefit the
most people at the lowest cost and
will better prepare us to cope with
the future.
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