Climate Change May Destroy 85% of Amazonian Rainforest
see David Adam
	March 11, 2009 - The Amazonian rainforest appears likely to suffer catastrophic damage, even with the lowest temperature rises forecast under climate change.  The damage will be so severe that it will cause irreversible changes to the world’s weather patterns.
	Up to 40% of the rainforest will be lost, but over a century, if temperature rises (from pre-industrial levels) by only 2°C, the minimum expected by 2050, and stayed there.  (They’ve risen almost 1°C so far.)  Earlier researchers had not noticed the time lag and had expected a 20-40% die-off.  Warming by 3°C is likely to cause 75% of the forest to disappearing, while 4°C warming, likely if emissions are not cut, would kill off 85% of the forest.  Over several decades of warmer conditions, evaporation increases, which dries out the forest.  "Our model predicts quite a severe drying in the Amazon, making trees more vulnerable to fire," Jones said. "The additional heat causes stress, too, damaging their ability to grow fully."
	Chris Jones, of the Met Office Hadley Centre in Exeter, told a scientific conference in Copenhagen that the time delay had masked the full impact of warming.  Until Dr. Jones presented his findings, the Amazonian rainforest had been thought safe from severe climate-related loss until temperatures rose 3°C or more.
	Peter Cox, of the University of Exeter, said that at least 1/5 of the Amazonian rainforest was almost certainly doomed. “Ecologically it would be a catastrophe and it would be taking a huge chance with our own climate. The tropics are drivers of the world’s weather systems and killing the Amazon is likely to change them for ever. We don’t know exactly what would happen but we could expect more extreme weather,” Professor Cox said.
	Destroying the Amazonian rainforest would turn what was now a significant carbon sink into a significant source of carbon, Cox said. “It would amplify global warming significantly….  At the moment deforestation adds about a fifth of the world’s carbon to the atmosphere.”
But not all is lost.  If carbon emissions are sharply reduced in the coming decades, the climate may only stay above the 2° threshold for a short time, and forest damage could be minimal.  Moreover, the model Jones’ team used is highly pessimistic, underestimating rainfall amounts in the region by as much as 25%, according to Oliver Phillips of the University of Leeds in the U.K.
For more, see www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/environment/article5888846.ece; www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2009/mar/11/amazon-global-warming-trees; and http://dsc.discovery.com/news/2009/06/29/rainforest-warming-print.html.
	

