The best science indicates humans cause warming

By Robert Curl, Houston Chronicle, Aug. 20, 2010

The Houston Chronicle recently published an op-ed by the former astronaut Walter Cunningham ("Climate change alarmists ignore scientific methods," Page B10, Aug. 15). The tenor of his piece was that the scientists concerned about climate change were an unscientific fringe group outside the mainstream of science. I quote: "It [anthropogenic global warming] has gained little acceptance among legitimate scientists." Cunningham's article assumed a tone of authority, but obviously his researches into the subject were not thorough.

The National Academy of Sciences (NAS) was incorporated in 1863 by an act of Congress to serve the nation by providing advice on scientific matters. It consists of approximately 2,100 members (out of approximately 1 million U.S. scientists) and 380 foreign associates. Of the 2,480 members, nearly 200 have won Nobel Prizes. U.S. scientists consider election to the academy one of the greatest honors they can receive.

For 147 years the NAS has jealously guarded its reputation for providing unbiased advice to the nation on scientific matters. This august organization is deeply concerned about the consequences of anthropogenic climate change, and has carried out several detailed technical studies on this matter. You can download free a layman's explanation, Understanding and Responding to Climate Change, from the National Academy's website at http://dels-old.nas.edu/basc/climate-change/ in order to obtain the most authoritative information on the subject. 

The best science concludes that the Earth is getting warmer and that this is caused by human activity. Even if we act decisively now to change our behavior, it will continue to get warmer, leveling off in mid-century to a fairly tolerable global temperature. If we continue on a business-as-usual course, the global average temperature is expected to continue rising, reaching levels by the end of this century far above any previously experienced by humanity.

However, when it comes to being specific about what problems such high temperatures would cause, predictions tend to become much less clear. Thus we (here I mean by "we" all of humanity) are faced with some difficult choices. 

No matter what we do, from a major course correction to doing nothing, it will be unpleasant and expensive and the costs will almost certainly not be distributed fairly. Globally and as a nation, we need to work together to find the best way forward. 

It is understandable that many people such as Cunningham want to deny that there is a problem. These sobering conclusions about future warming are projections based upon elaborate models of the Earth. It is usually wise to be suspicious of computer models of complex situations. But we are not talking about one scientist's model; a number of programs give similar results.

Many deniers can quote at least a half dozen anecdotes that supposedly prove it is all a hoax. This leads some deniers to conclude that those scientists who persist in insisting that there is a problem must be evil people. They are not; they are human with all the attributes of human behavior, including becoming fixed upon a particular idea. Balancing this tendency of people to keep their minds made up is the fame and glory that would come to the scientist who really found a fatal error that proved global warming did not exist.

How much does the present owe to the future? This is a hard philosophical question. Neither Cunningham nor I will live to see how this turns out, but I expect my grandchildren to. I prefer that the planet they inherit is not a world in distress.

Curl is Kenneth S. Pitzer-Schlumberger Professor of Natural Sciences Emeritus at Rice University. He shared the Nobel Prize in Chemistry in 1996.
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