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Abstract

Scientists have considered the effect of increasing amounts of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere on global climate
for over 100 years, but it is only in the last decade that this issue has become a factor in public policy. To a large
extent, recent policy considerations have been a response to a series of comprehensive assessments carried out by
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). In this paper I will present a brief summary of some
results from the IPCC’s Third Assessment Report (TAR) completed in 2001.

The focus of the three different IPCC Working Groups can be characterised by three conceptual questions: Is it
happening? Does it matter? and Can we do anything about it? Most of the public debate has centred on the first
question, however, virtually all climate scientists accept that there have been widespread and unusual changes in
global climate during the last century. The TAR produced new analyses showing that an increasing greenhouse
effect remains the most plausible explanation for these changes. The second question is the most complex as it
involves not only a degree of value judgement but also some of the most difficult technical questions dealing with
methods of adapting to change, their costs and effectiveness. The authors of the TAR concluded that projected
climate change would lead to both beneficial and adverse effects, but that the larger the amount and rate of change
the more that adverse effects would predominate. The third question is of particular interest to the Petroleum
industry as it addresses the relationship between future fossil fuel use and climate change. Analysis of scenarios
for socio-economic development and their associated greenhouse gas emissions shows global warming could
range from 1.4°C  to 5.8°C with about half of that range being due to future choices affecting emissions and half to
uncertainty in the science projection for any given emissions pathway.
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