
Understanding global warming in its historical and policy 

context  

It is now over 100 years since Svante Arrhenius first warned about the risks of global 

warming and over 50 years since the evidence from Hawaii confirmed it to be occurring. 
After decades of denial, misinformation and inertia, all must now accept that global 
warming is real, urgent and may have very dangerous imminent consequences if not 

addressed. 

This recognition and urgency has no doubt been prompted by the reality of extreme 
weather events, recent publications such as the Stern report and Al Gore’s film, An 

Inconvenient Truth. 

While we may be forced to accept this reality, there is still much valid concern about 
the very simplistic assumptions and models being promoted about what has caused 

global warming and what we need to do to address it. Assumptions and policy 
responses which dictate that: 

1. Global warming is caused by an increase in the earth’s greenhouse effect 

2. due to increases in CO2 levels in the atmosphere 

3. as a result of increased burning of fossil fuels by humans and, as such, 

4. needs to be mitigated by 2100 by reducing CO2 levels and fossil fuel use 

5. over the next decades to avoid adverse impacts projected by 2100. 

While the above may have been a simple expedient message to manage public concern 
about global warming and provide the context for governments to talk about 

agreements and responses such as Kyoto, it may unfortunately be grossly misleading. 
It may not accurately reflect the complexity of the factors contributing to global 
warming, its cause, urgency and potential impact. In doing so it may impede scientific 

understanding of its real cause and more effective mitigation options. Indeed the status 
quo assumptions, models and expedient political responses to global warming that have 

been locked in for the past decades may now become the major risk factor in 
understanding the nature of the challenge and taking effective action, hopefully in time. 

 


