NAS Panel Warns of Abrupt Bad-Dream Scenarios
by Jean Chemnick, with Annie Snider
December 3, 2013 - Shifting weather patterns could trigger swift changes in natural and man-made systems, wreaking havoc on the built environment, plant and animal habitats, and food supply, according to a report released today by the National Academy of Sciences.
The report, prepared by academics from the United States and Canada, pointed to instances throughout geologic history when changes of this kind occurred in years or decades, leading to species extinctions and significant changes in the Earth's landscape.
With the addition of human infrastructure -- including trillions of dollars in assets located on coasts and vulnerable to sea-level rise -- the report urges improvements in monitoring and swift action to reduce human-made causes of warming.
James White, a University of Colorado, Boulder, geologist who chaired the National Research Council panel that prepared the report, said society's ignorance of the dangers posed by abrupt climate change is akin to an early explorer paddling a canoe toward Niagara Falls.
"The roar of the water goes from faint to alarming, and the paddler desperately tries to make for shore," he wrote in the report's preface.  "But the water is too swift, the tipping point has already been crossed, and the canoe -- with the paddler -- goes over the Falls."
Some of the 1st tipping points, the report says, could appear in places like the Arctic, where late-summer sea ice is already decreasing markedly.  Diminished ice will affect the regional food chain and ecosystem, spur more coastal erosion and allow greater access to shipping routes and mineral resources, introducing potential for competition and conflict.
"Whatever we do to the climate by warming it, nature is likely to amplify," Richard Alley of Pennsylvania State University said at the rollout of the report in Washington, D.C.
But Alley also said the report provides some good news.  Scientists have discussed the potential for climatic shifts to unleash greenhouse gases stored in polar permafrost and on ocean floors, but recent research shows that is less likely to happen this century than previously thought.
There are still "bad-dream scenarios" possible, he said, if pieces of Greenland, East Antarctica or West Antarctica break off, moving quickly to warmer regions where they could melt and exacerbate global sea-level rise.
But while Arctic changes will be more visible at first, the report warns, warming at lower latitudes could be more destructive, because it could render some of the world's warmest regions unfit for agriculture.  Species that live in certain habitats, like mountaintops, could be lost.
"The planet is going to be warmer than most animals living on Earth, including humans, have seen it by 2070," White said in his remarks at the rollout.  "Habitats are changing and shifting in ways that species just can't adapt to fast enough."
Also of concern, the report says, is the effect climate change could have on groundwater needed for crop irrigation and drinking supplies.
All of this speaks to the need for more and better monitoring of sea-level rise, glacier melt, water supply, and other possible systematic impacts of climate change, the report says.
The study follows similar attempts to gauge the effects of abrupt climate change by intelligence agencies.  The Pentagon released a study in October 2003, looking at how swift changes in the climate could disrupt food, water and energy supplies, potentially leading to "skirmishes, battles, and even war."
Although the new study discounts the likelihood of an event highlighted in the 2003 Pentagon report -- a collapse of the ocean conveyor belt, the constantly shifting movement of water driven by temperature and salinity -- it notes that even small shifts in sea level can have a big impact, if they cause a sea wall or levee to be breached.  This human and sociopolitical focus is something that NAS has in recent years advised the intelligence community to focus on.
 www.eenews.net/pm/2013/12/03
