Climate Change
In the last five years, the earth has become hotter than it has ever been in recorded history; yet despite this fact, global warming remains a hotly contested topic. 
Global warming is the theory that due to man’s activity on the planet, CO2 (carbon dioxide), methane, water vapor and ozone are collecting in the Earth’s atmosphere, making it hotter. This phenomenon is also called the Greenhouse Effect, because the gases trap in heat like a greenhouse. CO2 is released into the atmosphere when fossil fuels (such as wood, coal, and petroleum) are burned. Use of fossil fuels is an essential part of our everyday lives, primarily through transport, heating and other energy consumption. IN this way, we are all responsible, on an individual and national level. 

THE THEORY
As with many scientific theories, global warming is not yet conclusively proven. But the evidence is overwhelming. It is clear that the Earth has heated up significantly over the last few centuries, with increases gaining speed in the last five to ten years. This has led to ice caps melting and increased precipitation, a key factor in flooding. Opposition groups such as oil companies claim that these changes are merely natural variations in the planet’s climate – and point to past instances such as Ice Ages, to remind us that Earth’s climate can change dramatically independently of human actions. But despite these protestations, scientists are almost unanimous in saying that global warming is occurring. 

THE EVIDENCE
One of the strongest clues about global warming is that since the Industrial Revolution in the mid 1800s, global temperatures have risen about 1 degree Celsius. When compared to Earth’s long history of incredibly slow, almost indiscernible, climate change, this is frighteningly fast. Ice core samples from Greenland and Antarctica reveal that over the last 160,000 years, global temperature change has been linked to the amount of CO2 in the atmosphere. With CO2 levels rocketing as a result of modern technology, the effects on the planet are likely to be catastrophic. 

PREDICTIONS FOR THE FUTURE
In recent years, scientists have connected increased flooding, higher levels of intense rain and snowfall, and the planet’s rising sea level to global warming. Scientists predict that if the Earth heats up by between 1 degree Celsius and three degrees Celsius in the next 100 years, which is probable, then the sea will rise between 15 centimeters and 120 centimeters in that time, or up to 20 centimeters by 2030. This means that major US cities such as New York, Boston, Miami, and Washington DC could soon find themselves submerged in water. By present day calculations, any area 2 meters above sea level will be at risk in only 30 years time. In Washington DC, many national landmarks are vulnerable, as are waterfront districts of New York City. Past floods in these cities have caused scores of deaths and hundreds of millions of dollars worth of damage – but the effects of predicted floods will be many times greater. 

RISING SEAS, FLOODS AND DISEASE
Favorite vacation spots in the US and worldwide could be devastated by eroding beaches and decimated wildlife. Ocean City, Maryland, earns much of its income through tourism. As it is developed right up to the seafront, millions of dollars would be necessary to haul in new sand to maintain about 60 meters of beach. Islands in North Carolina and Chesapeake Bay in Maryland contain rich and diverse ecosystems which would be destroyed, and the Everglades National Park in Florida, one of North America’s most important wetlands, would certainly be affected by rising sea levels. 

But the US is not the only target, global warming leaves no country untouched. The Great Barrier Reef in Australia would be at risk of bleaching along its entire length, thereby destroying many species. Sea levels around the British Isles would actually recede due to ocean and atmospheric circulation patterns. In Russia and Canada, forests which trap CO2 and help guard against global warming will be at risk of forest fires and pest attacks. Ten percent of mammals in China are already threatened with extinction, and climate change could affect the lovable giant panda. Wetlands in Spain and Brazil could lose their own endangered species. As tropical climates spread, mosquitoes will multiply and spread malaria and yellow fever to new areas. Heat waves and droughts will dry up land and harm existing ecosystems, drastically affecting the quality of life we know today. 

CULPRITS AND COHORTS: THE ROLE OF THE US
Although home to less than 10% of the world’s population, the US leads the world in CO2 emissions, by contributing nearly one quarter of the planet’s man-made greenhouse gases. China is a close second, with other Third World countries accounting for half, and Europe producing 12% (relatively low, due to increasing use of nuclear and wind power). The United States has an unflattering history with international global warming issues. Many US citizens cite global warming and CO2 emissions as major world problems, and think that the US government should be a leader on the issue. President George W Bush seems to disagree. He reneged on an election promise to clean up CO2 emissions on home soil, and went on to break promises made at the UN Conference on Climate Change in 1997 – to the outrage of environmental groups and European community leaders. 

SHARED RESPONSIBILITY: THE ROLES WE ALL PLAY
Despite lingering disputes on the issue, scientists all agree on one thing: if we wait until global warming is scientifically proven to act, it will be too late. Instead, we should be proactive. Power plants indeed contribute a whopping 33% of total emissions, but by lobbying the government to get companies to use renewable energy sources, individuals can help decrease this figure. There are many groups in the US and abroad who are proactive about global warming issues. These include non-governmental, grass roots and international organisations, such as the World Wildlife Fund, Friends of the Earth, and Greenpeace; you can visit their websites to get more involved. 

EVERYDAY ACTIONS
Since transportation – the cars, trains and airplanes we all use – gives off 34% of emissions, and factories and home heating systems produce a further 33%, we can all play a huge role to help. We can opt to take public transport or share cars with others, or use a bicycle. Be on the lookout for new exhaust-free cars, already being produced by General Motos, Toyota, and Mercedes-Benz. Choose energy-efficient domestic appliances, and use energy-conserving fluorescent light bulbs. And although it might be years before scientists ascertain a definite link between increasing global temperatures and carbon dioxide, at least you will know that you did your best to make the world a better place. 
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