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Planet Earth: a guide for the confused

All that jargon! All those debates about whether or not climate change is even

real!  Yes, the climate is complicated, but NO, you don't have to be an expert to

understand climate change.  Getting an elemental grasp of a few basic ideas will

let you give snappy, informed answers to those unfortunate few climate change

deniers still out there.

Time-Scales of Climatic Change: Natural or Un-natural

The amount of energy coming in from the sun does naturally vary.  This happens over periods of tens of thousands of

years and causes ice ages. The greenhouse gas concentrations would naturally vary over such long (and longer) time

scales to keep the climate in balance. However, the changes caused by our burning of fossil fuels have occurred

much, much faster, over a time scale of little more than one hundred years.  It is this rapid rate of warming

that makes scientists so certain that it is humans who are causing the changes. 

The Greenhouse Effect

Out of the energy reflected back from the

Earth’s surface, not all of it makes it

back into space.  Greenhouse gases

such as carbon dioxide (CO2) and

methane trap this energy in the

atmosphere.  

By burning fossil fuels we increase the

amount of CO2 in the atmosphere, this

traps more energy there and in turn

makes the planet warmer.  That’s all

there is to it!
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What is Climate
Change?

For almost 200 years, we have been

burning large amounts of fossil fuels like coal,

oil and gas. This has enabled us to build the

industrial societies that exist today. However, what

we didn’t know was that along the way we have been

creating the biggest problem that we have ever faced.

That problem is climate change and it works like this: burning fossil fuels produces gases like carbon dioxide (CO2) which

collect in the atmosphere. Carbon dioxide is a so-called ‘greenhouse gas’. Such gases naturally exist in the atmosphere

and help keep the planet warm enough for life to exist. But by massively adding to them we’re trapping far too much

heat in the system. This is creating more extreme weather, melting the ice caps and causing more floods and droughts.



Climate Myths,
Climate Facts

Over the last few years, the

evidence that climate change is

happening, and is caused by human

activity, has got stronger and

stronger.  However, you may still

come across ‘climate myths’.  Here

are the arguments to show that, in

the eyes of most scientists, they

really are completely discredited.

MYTH: There's not enough evidence

to be sure it's happening.

FACT: This is simply not true.

Global average surface temperatures

have risen by 0.6 0C since 1900

according to the Intergovernmental

Panel on Climate Change (IPCC).

Atmospheric CO2 levels have

increased 35% since 1750 and sea

levels have been rising by 1.5mm

per year over the past 100 years.

MYTH: The Earth has been just as

warm in the past as now. These

changes might be entirely natural.

FACT: The Earth's climate naturally

varies on many time scales.  What is

different about the past 150 years

and what makes us certain that we are the cause of the

problem is the RATE of change.  Over the past 150 years

we have seen levels of CO2 rise by over 100ppmV (10

ppmV CO2 means 10 molecules of CO2 for every million of

air in a given volume).  This is a greater change than that

between glacial (ice-age) and inter-glacial (not ice age!)

periods which occur naturally over 10,000 years or more.

MYTH: There's no way to predict what will happen.

Britain might get colder as easily as hotter.

FACT: It is hard to tell exactly how different areas of the

world will respond to global warming.  But an ice covered

UK hardly seems an attractive option either! Climate

chaos does not just mean the world getting warmer, it

means more unpredictable and

extreme variations in weather.

MYTH: It's impossible to cut

greenhouse gas emissions.  We

should invest all our efforts

into new technologies to help us

adapt to a hotter world.

FACT: We can all cut

greenhouse gas emissions in

our everyday lives.  Something

as simple as fitting energy

saving lightbulbs makes a big

difference.  New technologies,

such as carbon sequestration

(where CO2 is pumped back

deep into the earth or into the

oceans), may be important in

the future but relying upon them

alone is extremely dangerous.

There simply may not be much

of a world left for us to adapt to

if we don't drastically cut

emissions NOW. 
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Where does all the CO2 come from?   

Northern industrialised countries are responsible for 80% of the total CO2

emitted to date. In 2004, the UK was responsible for emitting 529 million

tonnes of CO2. That works out as 8900 Kg for every person in the UK which

breaks down, on average, into:

To make the future truly sustainable we need to reduce our CO2 emissions to

less than 2000 Kg per person per year.  This is based upon the principle that

everyone on Earth has an equal right to the planet's resources and that we

need atmospheric CO2 to stabilise at a level which is not devastating to life.

At the moment, the average UK citizen produces five times their fair share of

CO2 and the average USA citizen ten times.

The Graph Everyone Needs to Know...

If you know only one graph, make it this one!  It shows:

• how steady CO2 levels were in the atmosphere pre 1850.

• how rapidly they have risen since then.

• that even in the most optimistic modelled scenarios for the next 100 years

there'll be more and more CO2 in the atmosphere.

21% Travel by plane
16% Gas power in

the home

22% Travel by car

29% The CO2 that goes into

making and transporting the

goods we buy and use

2% Travel by bus

and train combined

10% Electricity

in the home

Amount of  CO2 (ppmV)

in the atmosphere

Time (years AD)

Where we are NOW!1850 marks

the start of

the industrial

revolution 

An uncertain future...
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In the Future ....

• The planet will get hotter and hotter.  By 2100, if we

do nothing, the average global temperature may be as

much as 6 0C hotter than it is now.

• Sea levels will rise and flooding will increasingly affect

coastal populations.

• There will be greater food scarcity due to droughts and

changing growing seasons.  The UN says;  “One in six

countries in the world face food shortages this year

because of severe droughts that could become semi-

permanent under climate change.”  

• The world’s weather patterns will become less and

less predictable.  

• Over 1 million species may be driven to extinction by

climate change by 2050.

Hurricanes in the USA

We can’t be sure Hurricane Katrina was

caused by  global warming but without action

on it we can expect more storms like it, more

often.  According to Sir David King, the

government’s chief scientific advisor, “...the

intensity of hurricanes is related to surface

sea temperature and we know that over the

last 15 to 20 years surface sea temperatures

in these regions have increased by about half

a degree centigrade.”

Coral Reefs off Jamaica

As much as 95% of Jamaica's reefs are dying

or dead.  The Status of Coral Reefs Around

the World report concluded in 2004 that “The

major emerging threat to coral reefs in the

last decade has been coral bleaching and

mortality associated with global climate

change.” It is quite possible our children will

only be able to see these amazing habitats in

picture books.

Water Shortages in Peru 

Experts predict that all glaciers below

5000m altitude will have completely

disappeared by 2015.  In Peru the

population relies largely upon seasonal

meltwater from such glaciers for their

drinking water as well as for irrigation and

hydroelectric power.  Without it, millions of

people face greater and greater water

shortages.

Impacts of Climate
Change Escalating climate chaos will cost the

lives of millions, ruin the livelihoods of

hundreds of millions more, severely affect animal

and plant life across the globe and cost trillions of

dollars. Climate change is already killing 150,000 people a

year according to the World Health Organisation.  In other words, this

isn’t just a problem for future generations. It's a problem for ours... 
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Climate Injustice

The impacts of climate change will not be felt equally by

everyone in the world. Most of the greenhouse gas

emissions that have caused the problem come from rich

industrialised nations.  However, in the main it will be

people in the poorer countries who suffer most and

earliest.  Greater dependence on farming and more limited

technological capacity means these nations are less able

to adapt to a rapidly changing climate.  Any progress made

on achieving human development goals, especially in

Africa, stands to be destroyed and even reversed by the

effects of climate change. The UK Working Group on

Climate and Development says that “If not addressed,

climate change is estimated to place an additional

80–120 million people at risk of hunger; 70 to 80 % of

these will be in Africa.” 

Melting Ice caps

Research by the British Antarctic Survey has

found that 87% of Antarctic glaciers are

shrinking.  The Greenland ice sheet is even more

vulnerable and is losing at least 50 cubic

kilometres of ice every year.  If the entire

Greenland ice sheet were to melt global sea level

would rise by over 7 metres.  At the current rate

of warming this could happen by 2100.

Sea Level Rise in Kiribati 

The 92,000 people who inhabit the 33 coral

atolls of Kiribati may soon have to emigrate

from their home. Rising sea levels means

the islands are increasingly flooded by high

tides such as the one in February 2005

which   devastated the islands just a week

before the Kyoto protocol came into force.

In the UK

Climate change is likely to increase the

frequency of extreme flood events such as

that in Boscastle in 2004.  Around 5 million

people in the UK live in areas at risk of

flooding. This number will DOUBLE by 2080

due to global warming according to the

government’s chief scientific advisor,  Sir

David King.  A government report estimates

that the cost of flooding will increase 20

times over the next century.  Out of the past

150 years, nineteen of the twenty hottest

ones have occurred since 1980.  2005 was

the hottest ever.

Malaria and Drought in Africa 

According to the Intergovernmental Panel on

Climate Change (IPCC); “Malaria cases in the

highland area of Rwanda have increased by

337% in recent years with 80% of the climb

linked with changes in temperature and rainfall

which improved breeding conditions for

malaria-carrying mosquitoes.”  

The UN Environment Programme found that;

“14 countries in Africa are subject to water

stress or water scarcity... A further 11

countries will join them in the next 25 years.”



You might imagine world

leaders would be taking urgent action to stop

this climate chaos.  Wrong. Most of them -

and in fact most of us - are carrying on as if

the danger signs just weren't there.  Politicians

may be able to afford to take short-term views.

The young people of the world cannot.  It is our

future at stake and we must take the lead in

both demanding and taking real action now.

To stop dangerous climate change, greenhouse gas

emissions must peak, and then irreversibly decline, by

2015.  Emissions need to be reduced by 60% compared

to 1990 levels by 2050.  These reductions will ensure

that atmospheric concentrations of greenhouse gases

stabilise at no more than 450ppmV CO2.  Going beyond

this value would mean temperature rises of over 2 0C

and “the risks to human societies and ecosystems

growing significantly” according to the IPCC.  

The risks of not reducing greenhouse gas emissions, if

the scientific models are right, are huge.  Even if the

models prove not to be accurate (they could either under

or over estimate the impacts of climate change), action

is still justified on the “precautionary principle”.  

A mass movement to stop
climate chaos

Climate change will affect us all.  That’s why People &

Planet has joined together with a diverse range of

organisations (from environment and development NGOs

to trades unions and the Womens’ Institute) to form the

Stop Climate Chaos coalition.  The coalition is a dynamic

movement calling for the action needed to stop climate

chaos.  It has a combined membership of over one

million people, and growing!
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1955 onwards – First scientific study undertaken

into rising CO2 levels. 

1979 – First “World Climate Conference” held by

World Meteorological Organisation:  it concludes

that “continued expansion of man’s activities on

earth may cause significant extended regional and

even global changes of climate”.

1988 – The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate

Change (IPCC) is set up to independently and

impartially review scientific evidence on climate

change. 

1990 –The first IPCC report is published: showing

the scientific consensus that climate change is real.  

1992 – Earth Summit: the biggest ever summit on

the Earth's climate happens in Rio.  The United

Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change

(UNFCCC) is agreed upon despite aggressive

lobbying by oil companies. The UNFCCC is now

signed by 189 countries and is the framework for

international action on climate change.

1997 – Adoption of Kyoto Protocol.  The Kyoto

Protocol  (set up by UNFCCC) commits signatory

countries to reduce their emissions of CO2 and

other greenhouse gases, or engage in emissions

trading if they don’t.  The protocol calls for greater

cuts from industrialised countries. Britain's target is

12.5% reduction by 2012.  Despite being adopted

the Protocol doesn’t actually come into force yet…

2000 – The sixth meeting of the Conference of

Parties to the UNFCCC happens in the Hague. 400

People & Planet students go along to demand real

action!

2001 – The third IPCC report is published.

It concludes:  “...there is new and stronger evidence

that most of the warming over the last 50 years is

attributable to human activities.”

2004 – UK CO2 emissions rise by 1.5% relative to

2003: to meet our Kyoto target they need to be

falling by at least 1% a year.

2005 -  Kyoto FINALLY comes into force on Feb

16th.   It took so long because even though 154

countries signed up they needed to account for 55%

of global greenhouse gas  emissions between them

to make the protocol binding.  The USA, which

produces nearly 25% of global emissions, still

hasn't signed.

Slow Progress:
50 Years of Climate Politics
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Climate Solutions: 
I Count

People & Planet students

help launch the coalition

on 1 September 2005.
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Stopping climate chaos is a big challenge, a huge

responsibility and a great opportunity.  By making small

changes to our own lifestyles our actions count towards

the larger change that is needed to stop climate chaos.  

The I Count campaign aims to bring together all these

cuts in personal carbon emissions and all the people

who make them, and create a movement to show the

Government that we can stop climate chaos.

The campaign has two aims:

1. To be a wake up call to the government.  By showing

how many people care about climate change it will

leave them no choice but to live up to their

responsibilities too.

2. To encourage people to count their carbon and

reduce their climate impacts.

The Pledge

The key campaign tool that

People & Planet is using to

achieve these aims is the

pledge to stop climate

chaos.  

Individuals pledge to cut their own carbon emissions, by

taking simple, everyday actions, such as:

Ä•• To make sure energy saving lightbulbs are fitted in my

house. Saving: about 230kg of CO2 per year

• To walk or cycle rather than use the car for shorter

journeys whenever possible. Saving: at least 380kg

of CO2 per year

• That next time I travel to Europe I will not fly but use

the train or coach instead. Saving: up to 1000kg

equivalent of CO2

If you take all three pledges, you will reduce your

personal carbon emissions by over 1500kg of CO2 a

year.

By taking the pledge you also call on the government to

act.  After you collect the pledges, we’ll count them up

and hand them in to the government to show how many

people care about climate change.  We will also count up

all the carbon YOU have saved as the People & Planet

network to demonstrate what we can achieve together.

What the Government must do

People & Planet, along with the Stop Climate Chaos

coalition are calling on the UK Government to: 

Take action at home

• Deliver substantial and sustained annual reductions in

UK greenhouse gas emissions from now on. This will

require a ‘carbon budget’ to track and manage

greenhouse gases emitted by the UK as a whole. 

• Meet its own long-standing target of reducing carbon

dioxide emissions by 20% by 2010.

• Contribute its share towards meeting the EU-wide

greenhouse gas reduction target of 30% by 2020.

Take action internationally

• Make it a top priority to ensure global greenhouse gas

emissions are irreversibly declining by 2015. It must

pursue this goal with maximum effort in international

discussions on climate change.

• Fully support the Kyoto Protocol and the development

of targets within it. The Protocol is the only realistic

framework for meeting the 2015 target.

Take action for justice

• Do everything it can to assist developing countries,

which are most at risk from climate change, to adapt

to its impacts and deal with climate-related disasters.

• Help developing countries get greater access to

energy supplies in order to eliminate poverty and

promote prosperity for all, including via fossil fuels,

where unavoidable in the medium term.

• Meet its share of the cost of boosting clean

technology use in developing countries so that they

can switch away from fossil fuels in the longer term.

• Prioritise cuts in its own emissions, ahead of those by

developing countries, bearing in mind its historic

responsibilities.

More ways to count towards
stopping climate chaos...

If you’re at university you can campaign to get your uni

to reduce its environmental impacts and Go Green,

contributing to the year on year cuts that need to be

made in the UK’s overall CO2 emissions.

peopleandplanet.org/gogreen

To achieve international climate justice, the

Government needs to commit to renewable energy and

stop funding dirty development:

peopleandplanet.org/ditchdirtydevelopment



...if we choose INACTION, as our
governments have done, climate
change will devastate life on earth. 

Billions of people, particularly the
world's poorest and most 
vulnerable, will be put at severe risk
of extreme weather, drought, 

flooding, starvation, and disease. 

Choose ACTION instead.

Start campaigning and make your
actions count.  

We can stop climate chaos.

People & Planet is a national student network,

campaigning on world poverty, human rights and the

environment.  There are People & Planet groups at

schools, colleges and universities all over the UK.

People & Planet provides free campaign resources, like

this Briefing, for students.  You can order a Stop Climate

Chaos Action Guide and pledge cards, plus find out the

latest news and events on our website:

peopleandplanet.org/icount

Contact People & Planet if you want us to put you in

touch with your local P&P group, or if you want help to

start a group in your college, school or university.

Website: peopleandplanet.org

Email: stopclimatechaos@peopleandplanet.org

Address: 51 Union Street, Oxford, OX4 1JP

Phone: 01865 245678

We need your support

People & Planet produces free resources for student

campaigners, provides advice, support and training, and

puts on national and regional events.  Help us to keep

campaigning, and keep supporting your campaigning, by

running a fundraising event, stewarding at a festival or

making a donation.

peopleandplanet.org/supportus 

Printed by the environmentally friendly waterless offset process

on chlorine free paper using at least 75% post consumer waste

by Seacourt Ltd who hold ISO14001 and EMAS environmental

accreditations and are a carbon neutral company.  Designed on

computers powered by 100% green electricity.

Our world is confronted by both a huge
CHALLENGE and a huge CHOICE.  

The choice is how we want the world 
to be  in OUR lifetimes...

More Information

(Sources of information used in this briefing)

UK Agencies and Government:

The Tyndall Centre for climate research:

www.tyndall.ac.uk

Carbon Trust:

www.thecarbontrust.co.uk

University of Oxford Environmental Change Institute:

www.eci.ox.ac.uk

Department of Trade and Industry (DTI): 

www.dti.gov.uk

Department for the Environment, Food

and Rural Affairs (DEFRA):

www.defra.gov.uk

Environment Agency:

www.environment-agency.gov.uk

International Organisations:

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC):

www.ipcc.ch/index.html

UNFCCC Homepage:

http://unfccc.int

International Energy Agency:

www.iea.org

World Meteorological Organisation:

www.wmo.ch


