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New Study Questions Emphasis on Climate Change
St. Charles, MO.  A new study published by the Institute for Study of Economics and the Environment (ISEE) at Lindenwood University questions the center stage position being given to global climate change.  In Is Climate Change the 21st Century’s Most Urgent Environmental Problem? Dr. Indur M. Goklany, a researcher with 30 years experience analyzing environmental and natural resource issues, examines the environmental threats posed by climate change versus other pressing concerns facing humanity.  If we are concerned about where to best place our bets to improve humanity’s lot now and in the future, should we make large investments in attempting to mitigate (or reduce) greenhouse gas emissions or can we get more bang for the buck elsewhere?

Goklany first examines the global warming impacts to date.  Accepting that the earth has warmed 0.4 to 0.8 degrees C in the last century, he finds changes in climate-sensitive environmental indicators have been “good, bad and indifferent.”  Good outcomes include improved agricultural productivity, reduction of climate-sensitive infectious and parasitic diseases in wealthier countries and decreased U.S. death rates from hurricanes, tornados, floods, and lightning. 
Goklany’s point is not that warmer is necessarily better but that other factors, primarily human ingenuity, have overwhelmed any negative warming effects.

Sea levels are rising at a rate of about 0.1 to 0.2 mm per year but the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) notes that there was no detectable acceleration of sea level rise during the 20th century.  Agricultural demand for water continues to increase and conversion of habitat to agricultural uses threatens biodiversity, but these are unrelated to global warming.
Dr. Goklany concludes, “On the basis of current evidence, it is difficult to sustain the notion that climate change is the greatest threat to public health or the environment today.” But what about the future?
To examine this question, Goklany uses impact analyses of climate change sponsored by the U.K. Department of Environment, Food, and Rural Affairs.  He finds that, with the possible exception of coastal flooding (due to sea level rise), the population at risk from a variety of environmental and public health problems are little affected by global warming.  A completely successful Kyoto Protocol, despite costing $125 billion annually, would have negligible positive effects on global agricultural production, malaria, water resources, global forest area, or coastal wetlands.  At best, Kyoto might reduce sea level rise by 1.4 inches by 2080, just 7% of the otherwise projected rise of 20 inches.

Goklany says that many people call for reducing greenhouse gas emission now because they say climate change may be the “straw that breaks the camel’s back.”  He suggests that we spend society’s scarce resources on directly addressing the current heavy load of today’s urgent public health and environmental threats that could be exacerbated by climate change. Such threats include malaria, water stress, hunger, and habitat loss. In addition to helping solve current problems, this would advance our ability to deal with any future problems caused by climate change. If we also focus on economic development, we will increase society’s ability to cope with adversity in general and climate change in particular.  Economic development, in effect, would strengthen the camel’s back so, if needed, it can bear a greater load, regardless of whether the load is due to climate change or other factors.  Diverting scarce resources toward feeble and ineffectual mitigation strategies like the Kyoto Protocol would, by postponing economic development, delay the camel’s ability to bear a larger load. 
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