
Introducing a series on
Meeting the Climate
Challenge. For a close
look at one option,
biofuels, see "Green
Dreams, " page 38.

Never mind the steam

spewing from a coal­
fired power plant. The
problem is what you
can't see: greenhouse
gases, mainly CO2•

Plants like this generate
a quarter of human­
kind's CO2 emissions.
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ESSAY BY Bill McKIBBEN

Carbon's

To deal with global wanning,
the first step is to do the numbers.

Here's how it works. Before the industrial revolution, the
Earth's atmosphere contained about 280 parts per million of carbon
dioxide. That was a good amount-"good" defined as "what we
were used to." Since the molecular structure of carbon dioxide
traps heat near the planet's surface that would otherwise radiate
back out to space, civilization grew up in a world whose thermostat
was set by that number. It equated to a global average temperature
of about 57 degrees Fahrenheit, which in turn equated to all the
places we built our cities, all the crops we learned to grow and eat,
all the water supplies we learned to depend on, even the passage of
the seasons that, at higher latitudes, set our psychological calendars.

Once we started burning coal and gas and oil to power our lives,
that 280 number started to rise. When we began measuring in the
late 1950s, it had already reached the 315 level. Now it's at 380, and
increasing by roughly two parts per million annually. That doesn't
sound like very much, but it turns out that the extra heat that CO2

traps, a couple of watts per square meter of the Earth's surface, is
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