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In his address on global warming today, President Bush cited a new report by the National Academy of Science that provides, according to the president, a summary of “what is known and about what is not known on the science of climate change.” In his remarks, the president chose to focus on issues he characterized as not known. 

Of course there are many areas of ongoing scientific research on the complexities of the Earth’s climate system. Nonetheless, much more is known about the science of climate change than the president suggested. Below are excerpts from the president’s speech followed by quotations from the National Academy of Science report, “Climate Change Science: An Analysis of Some Key Questions,” which the academy released last Wednesday.

President Bush: Yet, the academy’s report tells us that we do not know how much effect natural fluctuations in climate may have had on warming.

National Academy of Sciences: Temperatures are, in fact rising. The changes observed over the last several decades are likely mostly due to human activities, but we cannot rule out that some significant part of these changes are also a reflection of natural variability. (p. 1 of the NAS report)

The IPCC’s conclusion that most of the observed warming of the last 50 years is likely to have been due to the increase in greenhouse gas concentrations accurately reflects the current thinking of the scientific community on this issue. (p. 3)

President Bush: We do not know how much our climate could, or will change in the future.

National Academy of Sciences: Human-induced warming and associated sea level rises are expected to continue through the 21st century. (p. 1)

Climate change simulations for the period of 1990 to 2100 based on the IPCC emissions scenarios yield a globally averaged surface temperature increase by the end of the century of 1.4 to 5.8 C (2.5 to 10.4 F) relative to 1990. (p. 4)

The predicted warming is larger over higher latitudes than over low latitudes, especially during winter and spring, and larger over land than over sea. (p. 4)

Rainfall rates and the frequency of heavy precipitation events are predicted to increase, particular over the higher latitudes. Higher evaporation rates would accelerate the drying of soils following rain events, resulting in lower relative humidities and higher daytime temperatures, especially during the warm season. The likelihood that this effect could prove important is greatest in semi-arid regions, such as the U.S. Great Plains. (p. 4)

President Bush: We do not know how fast change will occur, or even how some of our actions could impact it.

National Academy of Sciences: This predicted temperature increase is sensitive to assumptions concerning future concentrations of greenhouse gases and aerosols. Hence, national policy decisions made now and in the longer-term future will influence the extent of any damage suffered by vulnerable human populations and ecosystems later in this century. (p. 1)

President Bush: And, finally, no one can say with any certainty what constitutes a dangerous level of warming, and therefore what level must be avoided. 

National Academy of Science: The question of whether there exists a “safe” level of concentration of greenhouse gases cannot be answered directly because it would require a value judgment of what constitutes an acceptable risk to human welfare and ecosystems in various parts of the world, as well as a more quantitative assessment of the risks and costs associated with the various impacts of global warming. In general, however, risk increases with increases in both the rate and the magnitude of climate change. (p. 5)
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