 Letter to the Editor from Douglas Mackenzie, and Reply
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BOB Carter ("Inconvenient nonsense infiltrates the classroom", Commentary, 11/11) and letter writers Rosemary Ireland and Catherine O'Connell (Talking Point, 13-14/11) claim that Al Gore's movie and companion book An Inconvenient Truth are erroneous propaganda. Both have flaws, but they are much more to do with presentation than with substance. 
Carter and others point out that present climate change is "within the natural range of environmental change on our planet". This is quite true. However, they do not acknowledge any of the following facts. One, there has been an unprecedentedly abrupt switch from a gradual decline in average global temperatures (towards another ice age) to a trend of increasing temperatures. Two, this switch coincided with the beginning of the Industrial Revolution (about 1860) and the rate of increase accelerated markedly after about 1910. Third, in 1998, the year commonly used as a starting point to argue that temperatures have recently been falling, was unusually hot because of a particularly strong El Nino effect. In fact, according to NASA records, 2005 and 2009 were the hottest years ever recorded in the northern and southern hemispheres, respectively.

The temperature change so far may seem insignificant, but average global temperatures have increased since about 1910 at a faster rate than ever before in recorded or geological history, and there are already signs of unusual climate and weather instability. This is a warning that we cannot expect to interfere on a grand scale with the Earth's natural systems and cycles -- for example, by burning in 200 years (250, if we're lucky) fossil fuels that took millenia to form -- and suffer no adverse consequences.

Douglas Mackenzie, Watson, ACT

RESPONSE from Bob Carter

However, they do not acknowledge any of the following facts. 

1. There has been an unprecedentedly abrupt switch from a gradual decline in average global temperatures (towards another ice age) to a trend of increasing temperatures. 

Nice try, but no cigar.

First, changes from warming to cooling, and vice-versa, such as referred to by Mr Mackenzie here, are not unprecedented or even unusual. Rather, decadal and multi-decadal variability is THE characteristic of all climate records of adequate length, which is to say thousands of years long or more.
To assume that the apocalypse is at hand because of a switch that occurred in 1979 from cooling to warming in the trivially short, 150-year-long, thermometer record of global temperature is to jump at shadows.
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Examination of a true climate, rather than mostly weather, data series shows that the long-term global temperature trend has been downwards since the beginning of the Holocene, about 10,000 years ago (Fig. 1, above). Cyclical warmings and coolings during the Holocene like the Mediaeval Warm Period and the Little Ice Age, let alone the tiny temperature trends that occurred in the 20th century, appear as low amplitude “noise” that is superimposed on the long-term cooling trend.
2. This switch coincided with the beginning of the Industrial Revolution (about 1860) and the rate of increase accelerated markedly after about 1910. 

Now we learn that the change in global temperature that is so concerning Mr Mackenzie is in fact the one that occurred in 1860, and that the warming increased after 1910.
Well, we could argue about when the Industrial Revolution really started (and most would say well before 1860), but there is no point because all commentators agree that human carbon dioxide emissions only reached worrisome magnitudes after World War II. Strangely this corresponds precisely with a 25 year long phase of global cooling!
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The reality is that the post-1860 warming represents the emergence of our planet from the Little Ice Age, and the 5+ (and counting) phases of warming and cooling that followed (i) correspond closely to a well known natural 60 year climatic cycle of probable solar origin, and (ii) bear little similarity to the monotonic growth curve of human carbon dioxide emissions other than both curves having in common a phase of increase between 1979 and 1998 (Fig. 2, above).

3. In 1998, the year commonly used as a starting point to argue that temperatures have recently been falling, was unusually hot because of a particularly strong El Nino effect. In fact, according to NASA records, 2005 and 2009 were the hottest years ever recorded in the northern and southern hemispheres, respectively.
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Yes, indeed, the 1998 warming corresponded to a strong El Nino (Fig. 3, above). But that doesn’t alter the fact that 1979-98 temperature stasis (or gentle warming) changed across a 0.2 deg C. step increase into the post-1998 stasis (or gentle cooling) that we are still experiencing. 
(In each case, whether stasis or slight warming or slight cooling is indicated is mostly a matter of the precise choice of start and end points to the period considered; but since no choice of end-points yet yields a statistically significant cooling or warming, the cautious conclusion is that stasis applied both between 1979 and 1997 and again between 1999 and 2009).
Within the limits of statistical significance, there has in fact been no warming since 1995, as famously admitted by Professor Phil Jones in his BBC interview earlier this year. That there has nonetheless been an increase of atmospheric carbon dioxide of more than 5% over the same time period is a test, and clear invalidation, of the hypothesis of dangerous global warming caused by human emissions.
4. The temperature change so far may seem insignificant, but average global temperatures have increased since about 1910 at a faster rate than ever before in recorded or geological history

Untrue. The rate of change of global temperature during the 20th century was an overall warming at a rate of less than 1 deg. C/century. 

[image: image5.png]Is today’s rate of temperature change
unusually high?
From the distribution of 50 for the last 50,000 years from the GISP2 ice-core

RATE of temperature change
151 over100-yr intervals

25

Degrees C per 100 years

)

10

S8EBEFLEE 5:33E38558
888853588 335558588
FFFERRREE

After NOAA, GISP2 Ice Core Temperature and Accumulation Data, Alley, R.B., 2004




Records from the Greenland ice core (in the absence of a global temperature record prior to 1850) show that typical rates of change during the Holocene varied between about plus and minus 2.5 deg. C/century of warming and cooling, respectively; and during the last glaciation, rates of warming and cooling were as high as 15 deg. C/century and 8 deg. C/century, respectively (Fig. 4, above). 
5. There are already signs of unusual climate and weather instability.

Untrue again.
In both its second and third assessment reports, the IPCC states that no case can be made for this, for example stating in 1996 (p. 173)

that ‘overall, there is no evidence that extreme weather events, or

climate variability, has increased in a global sense, through the

twentieth century.’ 
A similar conclusion was reached by the editors of the journal Natural Hazards, in a June 2003 issue that focused on assessing whether global warming causes extreme weather.
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After Crompton, R. P., and McAneney, K. J.: Normalised Australian insured losses from meteorological hazards: 1967-2006, Environ. Sci. Policy, 11, 371-378, 2008.

More recently, an Australian analysis has shown the occurrence of a decrease rather than an increase in the frequency of meteorological related hazards over the 20th century (Fig. 5, and reference, above).
Bob Carter, Townsville, Nov. 15, 2020
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