Accelerated CO2 Levels Make Climate Change Predictions Too Optimistic
by Gene Fry, December 16, 2007
Carbon dioxide (CO2) levels in the atmosphere are increasing much faster than previously, or than expected, a recent study found.  CO2 growth is accelerating.  In 2006 carbon from global CO2 emissions rose to 9.9 billion tonnes, 35% above 1990 levels, according to Dr. Corinne Le Quéré, a study team member from the British Antarctic Survey (BAS) and the University of East Anglia.  She said, “The decline in global sink efficiency suggests that stabilization of atmospheric CO2 is even more difficult to achieve than previously thought.”
	The international research team found that, since 2000, the rate we pump CO2 into the atmosphere is 35% greater than most climate change models allow for.  In February 2007 the International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) judged that Earth would warm by up to 6.4°C (11.5°F) by 2100.  The findings of Le Quéré’s team may force the IPCC to revise its predictions.  “It’s rather scary and the IPCC scenarios are, therefore, rather too optimistic - as if they weren’t bleak enough already.  The whole thing is likely to mean mitigation is rather more difficult than was thought,” she said.
	One major driver for the CO2 acceleration is inefficient fossil fuel use.   Inefficient describes China’s very many new coal-fired power plants.  Previous climate change models allowed for global economic expansion, especially in China and India.  But expansion has exceeded projections.  More important, models assumed that the trend towards more efficient burning of fossil fuels would continue.  The reverse is true.
The other major factor driving acceleration is the reduced ability of the oceans and the land to absorb carbon.  Early in 2007, Le Quéré and other researchers found that winds driven by climate change bring carbon-saturated waters to the surface of the Southern Ocean, where they cannot absorb any more carbon.  CO2 uptake is down much more dramatically in the North Atlantic (see “Oceans CO2 Sink Failing”), but has fallen around the world ocean (see “Warm Seas Hurt Plankton”).  Similarly, droughts, a further by-product of climate change, are causing land ecosystems to absorb less carbon.  See “2002 Drought Cut CO2 Sink 50%” and “Warming to Cut Carbon Sink in W US.”
	The conclusions have serious implications for forecasts of how much and how quickly the world’s temperature will rise.  They mean that global warming will be harder and more expensive to control than feared.  They also mean that international efforts to bring CO2 emissions under control will need to be more far-reaching.  Professor Nicholas Owens, of the BAS, said that the findings were so worrying that they made previous widely accepted forecasts of climate change seem unduly optimistic.
	The study was published in Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences.  Dr. Le Quéré can be contacted at c.lequere@uea.ac.uk" or at 01603 592840 (+44 1603 592840).  Some more summary details about the study are available at www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/uk/article2719627.ece.

