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Al Gore’s movie An Inconvenient Truth has re-energized the
twenty year debate about ‘global warming’—better termed
‘climate change.’ The clear, detailed information in the movie
provides a better understanding of the issues surrounding the
science—and the politics.

Over the years the media made it appear that there is strong
disagreement about the actuality of ‘global warming’ or that it
is true but reversing it is almost impossible. Neither position is
true; informed debate about the climate crisis has moved to the
question of how we can craft emergency solutions to avoid
catastrophic damage.

An Inconvenient Truth clearly demonstrates that there is no
longer debate among climate scientists that the earth is
warming because of increasing man-made emissions. Fossil
fuels, such as oil, gas and coal, have been identified as the
major contributors of man-made emissions. Themovie goes on
to provides ideas about the kinds of national and international
actions which will be needed to respond to changing climate.

What is the Greenhouse Effect?
Life on earth is possible because the sun’s rays pass through the
atmosphere and are absorbed by the earth’s surface which heats
up and radiates energy back into space. Some of the gases in the
atmosphere capture and hold radiated energy, keeping the earth
warm, much like a greenhouse keeps plants warm. Without
these greenhouse gases the earth would be cold and barren.
However, the volumes of man-made emissions have increased
rapidly in the past 50 years and as a result are changing the
balance of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. This has led to
consistently higher temperatures around the world (global
warming) and weather extremes such as the kind that have
become increasingly prevalent in recent years (e.g. Hurricane
Katrina).

What are Greenhouse Gases?
The two most significant greenhouse gases include carbon
dioxide (CO2) which constitutes 49% of the total greenhouse
gases and methane (CH4) which constitutes 9%. However, one
molecule of methane has 20 times the warming effect of a
molecule of carbon dioxide. At present, atmospheric methane
is increasing at such a rate that if it continues, methane will be

the dominant greenhouse gas in the second half of the century.
Because both of these gases are the most common of the

man-made greenhouse gases and significant contributors to
global warming it is important to know how these gases occur.

CO2 is a colourless, odourless, non-toxic gas—in its solid
form it is known as dry ice. Carbon dioxide is used
commercially in fire extinguishers and to carbonate beverages.
While carbon dioxide occurs naturally, it is produced when any
substance containing carbon is burned. Plants absorb carbon
dioxide through photosynthesis and return some carbon
dioxide to the atmosphere through respiration. A similar
transfer takes place in the oceans. However increasing amounts
of man-made carbon dioxide emissions have created an
imbalance. There are more CO2 emissions going into the
atmosphere than are being removed. This is mostly due to the
burning of fossil fuel.

Methane (CH4) is a colourless, odourless, non-toxic and
flammable gas. Methane is produced by the breakdown of
plant materials in soils and also comes from livestock, other
animals and humans. Some methane is found in oil, gas and
coal deposits. The natural processes contribute about one-half
of the methane in the atmosphere, the rest comes from the
production of fossil fuels.

Effects of Increases
If global atmospheric levels of carbon dioxide and methane
associated with the greenhouse effect continue to escalate at
current rates, the effects of higher temperatures, accompanied
by rising sea levels and changes in precipitation will be
extreme.

For example, warming already under way is thawing
permafrost in the arctic; soil that had been continuously frozen
for thousands of years. The thawing permafrost then releases
methane and carbon dioxide! This set up a vicious circle of
permafrost thawing, and greenhouse gas release.

Scientists aren’t quite sure which gas of these two gases is
more destructive. Methane is far more powerful in trapping
heat, but only lasts about a decade before it dissipates into
carbon dioxide and other chemicals. Carbon dioxide traps heat
for about a century.
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Canada’s Contribution to Man-made
Greenhouse Gases

While Canada produces only 2% of the world’s energy-related
greenhouse gases it is one of the highest emitters on a per
capita basis (UN Framework on Climate Change). The oil and
gas industry—gas processing, oil sands, pipelines and
refineries—and the coal-generated electricity are responsible
for about two thirds of our emissions. The final one-third is

from the end use of energy in business, industry, homes and
transportation. 

An Inconvenient Truth is available in video stores on the
Islands and Vancouver Island.

Susie Washington-Smyth, who lives on Saturna Island, has
worked as an educator and consultant on energy and
environmental issues for over 30 years.
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