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11/3/2008 – Last month, the University of Virginia and the Pew Research Center polled citizens of our Commonwealth with regard to their views on global climate change. The study results have more political than scientific value. They tell us the temperature of people’s angst, rather than the temperature of the globe. Nearly nine out of 10 Virginian’s think global warming is a serious problem, 61 percent think it is a “very” serious problem. Some 72 percent believe global warming demands immediate government action.    


The survey did not ask whether our neighbors were prepared to pay the price of immediate government action. To meet the very modest goal Governor Kaine established in his Energy Plan, and assuming the normal growth in population, on a per capita basis Virginians would have to cut their energy use by half. To meet the goals of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), we would have to cut our energy use by 90 percent. 


There are four truths to the climate change policy debate that the debaters do not really want you to know. The first is that greenhouse gas reduction goals, like Governor Kaine’s are both unachievable and irrelevant. A 90 percent reduction in energy use is simply not in the cards, but, why are these kinds of goals irrelevant?  


The carbon reduction goals all attempt to limit the amount of greenhouse gases to a level less than the equivalent of 400 parts per million (ppm) of CO2. Meteorologists who study these issues claim that exceeding this tipping point will cause global temperatures to rise by 2 degrees Centigrade, which will cause polar ice to melt and oceans to rise, flooding the world to levels not seen since the days of Noah. Here’s the rub – we passed the 400 ppm level three years ago. We are now above 450 ppm CO2 eq. A 90 percent reduction in carbon use won’t be enough. We will need a 100 percent reduction and on top of that, we will need to remove CO2 from the air.  


If the carbon and energy reduction goals are unachievable and, from a scientific perspective, irrelevant, are we condemned to suffer a climate catastrophe? Enter the Second climate change truth; there will be no climate catastrophe due to CO2 because either the science is wrong or we will use geoengineering.  


Could the science be wrong? The meteorologists’ models have not predicted the cooling we’ve observed over the past decade. The IPCC itself has called upon the scientific community to "improve methods to quantify uncertainties of climate projections and scenarios”. So, yes, science could be wrong.  But it could also be right. .  And, what if the IPCC predictions are true?


Then, as the first truth states, it’s too late, and the climate scientific community has admitted as much. No less prestigious an organization as Oxford University has proclaimed: 
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“Despite national and international efforts to reduce anthropogenic emissions, growing concentrations of atmospheric carbon dioxide will yield planetary warming and associated impacts for the foreseeable future. Concerns that mitigation may be too slow in coming have led to renewed dialogue within the scientific community regarding potential strategies for counteracting global warming through geoengineering.”


We’ve discussed geoengineering in these pages before. In essence, it is engineering our climate, either by reflecting light back into space or sequestering carbon deep in the ocean. The Carnegie Institution of Washington has run models that indicate we can off-set the predicted greenhouse gas global warming for at least 200 years, without significant adverse climate side-effects. This is the least-cost approach to preventing a global catastrophe; more than 1,000 times less expensive than attempting to reduce carbon emissions by over 80 percent.


That does not mean we are going to ignore carbon emissions. Recall, 72 percent of our fellow citizens still believe we must see immediate governmental action to reduce carbon emissions. Thus, the third truth; we are going to see a federally mandated climate response.  This will be a federal program that will subsume the nascent state and regional efforts to cap-and-trade carbon emissions. Sadly, although it makes the most sense to just set a price on carbon emissions (a carbon tax) and let the market find the most efficient means to reach whatever reduction goal politicians may set, that is not the kind of big government we are going to see.


So what is the fourth climate change truth? It is that we are going to see important environmental actions sacrificed on the altar of global warming response. We have seen the cuts in Virginia’s environmental programs already. This is because, when push comes to shove, most folks consider current environmental problems, like Chesapeake Bay restoration, to be luxuries..  They are wrong, but the truth of the matter is that we have a limited pocketbook; an environmental dollar spent on carbon reduction is a dollar we don’t have to spend on water quality and recreating a vibrant economic opportunity called the Chesapeake Bay fishery.  


The Center for Environmental Stewardship suggests an alternative – a Climate Friendly Energy Policy.  You can find it here.  It doesn’t dodge the truth.
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