
CLIMATE CHAOS: AN INTRODUCTION

CONTRARY to popular  opinion, greenhouse gases are good for us. In fact they’re 
essential. They block out much of the harmful radiation from the sun whilst 
trapping in much of its heat, thus keeping us nice and warm, like a blanket. 
Without enough of those gases, our planet would freeze like Mars (-55C).  On the 
other hand, too much greenhouse gas and we’d bake like Venus (460C). Earth is 
the Goldilocks planet, with just the right amount of greenhouse gas to keep us not 
too cold, not too hot, but just right (16C). Some people attribute our good fortune 
to God.

Greenhouse gases act like the glass  in your car windows – they let the sun’s light 
in, heating up the inside. When the upholstery is warm, it radiates invisible (infra 
red) heat outwards, but the glass windows are opaque to this type of radiation, 
and so the heat is trapped in the car and on a sunny day it becomes stiflingly hot. 
Greenhouse gases mixed into the air we breathe (approx 360 parts per million) act 
exactly like your car windows, blocking some of the infra red radiation from the 
earth’s warm surface (which would otherwise be lost into space), and heating up 
the atmosphere in the process. Until the mid-1950’s, greenhouse gases had no 
negative connotations.

When we burn fuel, whether in the form of food to sustain ourselves, or oil to drive 
a power station or a car, the combustion produces invisible gases. Specifically, the 
carbon in the fuel reacts with the oxygen in the air to produce heat, which we use, 
and carbon dioxide (CO2), a greenhouse gas which we dump. Worldwide, we 
dump around 30,000,000,000 tons of CO2 every year just from burning fossil fuels, 
and most of it simply mixes invisibly into the air or dissolves into the sea and stays 
there effectively forever. The concentration of CO2 is therefore increasing all the 
time, blocking ever more of the earth’s attempts to re-radiate its surplus energy back 
into space. And so our atmosphere is getting hotter and hotter.  This phenomenon is 
euphemistically known as ‘global warming’, which sounds quite pleasant, though 
the excessive heat energy in the atmosphere already fuels tornadoes, storms, floods, 
heat waves, droughts, wildfires and general climate chaos.  

The effects can be catastrophic in other ways, too. For example, most of the 
sunlight hitting the snow-white ice in Greenland is reflected back into space 
(greenhouse gases don’t block visible light). But rising temperatures are melting 
the ice and exposing darker soil underneath, and Greenland as a whole is 
becoming less reflective, absorbing more of the sun’s heat ... which in turn melts 
more ice exposing more soil .... which heats and melts more ice ... This not only 



hastens the global warming rate, but it has the potential to release billions of tons 
of melt-water into the oceans, causing sea levels to rise by several metres, flooding 
coastal cities and displacing billions of people.

Another potent greenhouse gas is methane, which has roughly 25 times the 
impact of CO2. Sources of methane include gas leaks from shale drilling, rice 
paddy fields, fermentation processes ...  and beef and dairy farms. A cow burps and 
farts around 90kg of methane, equivalent to around 2 tons of CO2 every year, and 
we have 6.7 million cows in Ireland. Agriculture thus accounts for about 30% of all 
Irish greenhouse gas emissions, and it makes the Irish ‘carbon footprint’ (average 
8.8 tonnes of CO2 per person per year) one of the highest in the world, excluding 
Australia and America.

Fortunately, about 30% of the carbon dioxide in the atmosphere is consumed by 
trees and vegetation. Their leaves use photosynthesis to reverse the burning 
process: sunlight plus carbon dioxide are converted back to solid carbon, used for 
the plants’ structure, and oxygen which they discard. An acre of forest absorbs 
roughly the amount of CO2 emitted by a car travelling 26,000 miles. This is why 
Irish farmers are being encouraged to devote some of their land to forestry, to 
mitigate the effects of their other activities.

21% of Irish emissions come from our gas, oil and peat-fired power stations. 
Clearly, we can reduce our carbon footprint by getting some of our energy instead 
from carbon-free sources like wind and tide and solar collectors, or even, 
reluctantly, nuclear fission. And we can all consciously use energy less wastefully 
and more efficiently without necessarily sacrificing our lifestyle.

The alternative is bleak.  Our penultimate resort involves deliberate mega-scale 
physical intervention in the earth’s natural systems. Geo-engineering, as it is 
known, would aim to block some of the sun’s light before it enters our 
atmosphere. Geo-engineers have so far rejected the idea of spraying sulphate 
aerosols into the upper atmosphere because they think it might adversely affect 
rainfall, but they are seriously considering injecting reflective particles into 13 
million square kilometres of the stratosphere in the hope of reflecting 1% of the 
incoming sunlight, though they admit that it’s impossible to predict what the side-
effects of such experiments might be.

If all else fails, we’re going to have to bring the mess back to God, and ask him to 
make it better again.
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