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One of your readers asked me to respond to a letter “A Convenient Lie” written by Joseph LaFiandra ( January 26).  His letter contains several mistakes.

LaFiandra begins “...the main stream media and Al Gore have all decided that global warming is being caused by humans burning fossil fuels and this will cause catastrophic climate change in the next few decades.”  La Fiandra should add Governor Schwarzenegger, President Bush, Congressman Roscoe Bartlett and Senator Olympia Snowe to that list.  These sources have not decided anything but are reporting the scientific consensus view on global warming as described in the four Assessment Reports published by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC).  LaFiandra adds “The only problem with his (Gore’s) conclusions is that they are not based on science.”  These are not Gore’s conclusions but the conclusions of the scientific community.  

Jim Hansen, Director of the NASA Goddard Institute for Space Studies and Adjunct Professor of Earth and Environmental Sciences at Columbia University's Earth Institute, wrote of Gore’s movie, “An Inconvenient Truth”, “Gore has put together a coherent account of a complex topic that Americans desperately need to understand. The story is scientifically accurate....”

LaFiandra continues “to best understand what Gore is trying to convince you of in the movie, you have to do a little research.”  LaFiandra could read the raw science published in peer-reviewed journals, such as Science and Nature.  LaFiandra could read the consensus view of the scientific community published in the IPCC reports.  And, besides Gore’s accurate and assessable movie, other sources which describe anthropogenic global warming include “The Weather Makers” by Tim Flannery, “Field Notes from a Catastrophe” by Elizabeth Kolbert, “The Winds of Change” by Eugene Linden and “Thin Ice” by Mark Bowen.  Bowen writes about the extraordinary scientific adventures of Ohio State Professor Lonnie Thompson, the world’s foremost authority on glaciers.  Thompson has spent more time above 18,000 feet than any other human being, conducting research on glacier ice.  Instead, La Fiandra’s research is limited to a statistics book written in 1954, having nothing to do with climate change.  

LaFiandra confuses the warming caused by anthropogenic carbon emissions and water vapor.  The former is a climate forcing function, like solar flux, volcanoes, and Earth orbit variations. The latter is a feedback function.  Water vapor content in the atmosphere reaches equilibrium at any given atmospheric temperature.  Warmer air can contain more water vapor than cooler air.  Thus if we heat up the atmosphere by some forcing function, more water will evaporate off the oceans.  The water vapor will itself heat the atmosphere until equilibrium is reached.  Thus water vapor is not a forcing function but a feedback which amplifies the effect of the original forcing.  

LaFiandra poses the question “is there really global warming going on in the first place and is burning fossil fuels the cause of it?”  The climate scientist Kerry Emanuel published the following figure, representing the consensus opinion, addressing that question.


The Earth has warmed .6 degrees centigrade over the last few decades and this warming is attributable to anthropogenic causes.  Natural forcing functions would have otherwise slightly cooled the planet.

LaFiandra writes, “the glaciers on Mt. Kilimanjaro are not melting because of global warming…”  He gives no reference for this bizarre assertion.  Suffice to say the glacier scientist Thompson disagrees with him.  LaFiandra adds “the Antartic [sic] is actually gaining ice because of general cooling over many decades.”  According to an article in the journal Science, March 2, 2006 by Ruttimann, Antarctica is losing ice mass at the rate between 16 and 51 cubic miles a year.  Snow is accumulating in the interior at an accelerating rate, not because of general cooling but as a predicted result of global warming.  Warmer air contains more moisture than cooler air and thus snow fall increases.  Another result of global warming, the ice on the periphery is flowing into the ocean at an accelerating rate dwarfing the accretion in the interior resulting in a net loss of ice mass.  The same is occurring in Greenland.

LaFiandra, continues, “one of his (Gore’s) big arguments is that global warming is the cause of increasingly more violent storms.”  Kerry Emanuel from MIT, writing in the scientific journal Nature published this conclusion in August, 2005.  Emanuel’s theory is now the scientific consensus view.  This is not Gore’s argument but that of the scientific community. 

LaFiandra adds “he (Gore) doesn’t mention the fact that no hurricanes hit the US in 2006,” neglecting to add that the movie was made before the 2006 hurricane season.  Why was the 2006 hurricane season unusually mild for the US?  Two reasons are postulated in the scientific literature.  One is the El Nino which formed in the fall of 2006 created wind sheer forces, preventing hurricanes from forming.  The second is the increased dust blowing off the African Sahel.  There is an ongoing debate whether or not El Nino events are caused by global warming or if global warming increases their frequency or severity.  There is no debate that the dust blowing off the Sahel was caused by global warming induced droughts. 

LaFiondra states “we don’t know if there really is global warming or cooling going on.”  In fact we do and he is encouraged to read the IPCC report.  As Governor Schwarzenegger famously said about global warming “The debate is over.”

Tony Noerpel

