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“Cool It is a highly valuable contribution to the climate-policy literature. In clear and concise prose, Lomborg diagnoses the problems plaguing contemporary climate policy, injecting a needed tonic of realism and common sense into the climate debate.”

—National Review




“A slim, brisk read.… [Lomborg’s] timing couldn’t be better.”

—Men’s Journal




“Highly readable.… A plea for a rational discussion of social priorities.”

—Foreign Affairs




“Bjorn Lomborg’s rational and compassionate suggestions would save more lives, preserve more wilderness and have a better chance of eventually halting man-made global warming than hysterical catastrophism, global treaties, and high-minded energy rationing. Read this ingenious book.”

—Matt Ridley, author of The Origins of Virtue




“Lomborg affirms that the planet is warming, but questions why so much of the policy debate is framed around the idea of imminent catastrophe. This book dares to offer straightforward new thinking about how best to respond. Indispensable.”
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senior editor, The Atlantic Monthly




“Brilliant! A devastating critique of the prevailing climate change hysteria. This book provides an overwhelming case for reassessing where exactly our policy priorities should lie if we are genuinely concerned with world welfare rather than with making noble—if futile—gestures that, at best, make us feel good but actually do a lot of harm.”

—Wilfred Beckerman, Professor Emeritus,
Oxford University
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Preface

Global warming has been portrayed recently as the greatest crisis in the history of civilization. As of this writing, stories on it occupy the front pages of Time and Newsweek and are featured prominently in countless media around the world. In the face of this level of unmitigated despair, it is perhaps surprising—and will by many be seen as inappropriate—to write a book that is basically optimistic about humanity’s prospects.

That humanity has caused a substantial rise in atmospheric carbon-dioxide levels over the past centuries, thereby contributing to global warming, is beyond debate. What is debatable, however, is whether hysteria and headlong spending on extravagant CO2-cutting programs at an unprecedented price is the only possible response. Such a course is especially debatable in a world where billions of people live in poverty, where millions die of curable diseases, and where these lives could be saved, societies strengthened, and environments improved at a fraction of the cost.

Global warming is a complex subject. No one—not Al Gore, not the world’s leading scientists, and most of all not myself—claims to have all the knowledge and all the solutions. But we have to act on the best available data from both the natural and the social sciences. The title of this book has two meanings: the first and obvious one is that we have to set our minds and resources toward the most effective way to tackle long-term global warming. But the second refers to the current nature of the debate. At present, anyone who does not support the most radical solutions to global warming is deemed an outcast and is called irresponsible and is seen as possibly an evil puppet of the oil lobby. It is my contention that this is not the best way to frame a debate on so crucial an issue. I believe most participants in the debate have good and honorable intentions—we all want to work toward a better world. But to do so, we need to cool the rhetoric, allowing us to have a measured discussion about the best ways forward. Being smart about our future is the reason we have done so well in the past. We should not abandon our smarts now.

If we manage to stay cool, we will likely leave the twenty-first century with societies much stronger, without rampant death, suffering, and loss, and with nations much richer, with unimaginable opportunity in a cleaner, healthy environment.


Foreword to the Vintage Books Edition

This book received vastly different reviews upon its publication; The National Review said it is “a highly valuable contribution to the climate-policy literature” while The Washington Post called it a “stealth attack on humanity.” Both of these viewpoints are representative of much of the commentary on my book.

Unfortunately, I think both viewpoints reprise the classical divide on global warming—either you believe it is an elaborate hoax or you think it is the unmitigated apocalypse. Yet both viewpoints are unsupported by the data. Indeed, we need to get our heads around the double facts that 1) global warming is both true and man-made, but 2) dramatic and fast CO2 cuts are a poor way to deal with global warming and an extremely poor way to help the world and its inhabitants.

In Cool It, I try to stake out the sensible middle ground between global warming rejection and alarmism. Finding this middle ground is absolutely essential if we are to make a better future, both for people and the planet. This is why The New York Times described my book as part of the emerging “pragmatic center” on the global warming debate.

Most of the public debate seems to lack this center, and often it means that we end up with surprisingly inadequate positions, some of which I’ve been actively involved in exposing since the publication of Cool It.

One example has been the worldwide “lights-out” campaign from Sydney to Toronto, where environmental groups encourage entire cities to turn out their lights for an hour to emphasize the need for global warming action. Yet it seems nobody wanted to spoil the party by pointing that the event is immensely futile, underlines a horrible metaphor, and engenders extremely high pollution levels. Let’s look at Denmark (the native country of the story of the “Emperor’s New Clothes”) for instance. The papers happily quoted WWF on how the event was a overwhelming success, yet the entire energy savings from the event (assuming people didn’t use more energy later in the night to make up for lost time) was a full 10 tons of CO2. This is equivalent of just a single Dane’s annual emissions. Economically speaking, the effect of the entire collected good efforts of the Queen, the many participating companies, and Copenhagen city hall, as well as many other cities, managed to do only $20 worth of good. I’m sure this will make the future remember us fondly.

Moreover, what sort of message does turning out the lights send? As some conservative commentators like to point out, the environmental movement has indeed become the dark force, not metaphorically, but literally. Urging us to sit in darkness will indeed make us realize how utterly unlikely it is that we will be convinced to give up the advantages of fossil fuels. Indeed, it might make us realize how utterly dependent we are on fossil fuels. Curiously, nobody suggested that the lights-out campaign should also mean no air conditioning or heating, no telephones, Internet or movies, no hot food, warm coffee, or cold drinks—not to mention the loss of security when public street lights go out.

Ironically, the lights out also implies much greater energy inefficiency and dramatically higher levels of air pollution. Most of the people around the world when asked to extinguish the electrical lights, might turn to candlelights instead. It is cozy and seems oh so ecological. Yet, when measured on their light, candles are between ten and a thousand times less efficient than electrical lights—and this is compared to the maligned incandescent lightbulb, with energy-saving lights besting candles between a hundred and a hundred thousand times.

At the same time, candles create massive amounts of some of the most societally damaging pollution, namely particulate air pollution, which in the United States is estimated by the U.S. EPA to kill more than a 100,000 people each year. Yet, candles can easily create indoor air pollution levels ten to one hundred times the outdoor air pollution caused by cars, industry, and electricity production. Moreover, the whole family along with kids will conveniently be gathered around the coziness to fully inhale the extra fumes. Measured against the relative reduction in air pollution from the reduced fossil fuel energy production, candles increase the health damaging air pollution a thousand to ten thousandfold.

This seems more generally to be the state of much of our environmental debate. Because we’re lacking the middle ground, we only hear the stories that fit the preconceived frameworks. You have undoubtedly read the story about a breakup of a massive glacier in the Antarctic, supposedly showing the ever-increasing effects of global warming. Yet we don’t hear that the area was ice-free, possibly just some 400 years ago, without the help of global warming. We don’t hear that the Wilkins glacier makes up less than 0.01% of Antarctica. And we don’t hear the inconvenient fact that the Antarctic is experiencing record sea ice coverage since satellite measurements began.

While we all heard Al Gore talking about the dramatic hurricane years of 2004 and 2005, we’ve heard almost nothing about the complete absence of hurricane damage in 2006 and 2007. The insurance company Lloyds of London has now begun to fret that the absence of natural disasters is putting a squeeze on their premiums.

We are constantly presented with the stories underlining how temperatures are soaring, but over the past year, when temperatures worldwide have plummeted, we’ve seen the single fastest temperature change every recorded, either up or down. Yet, this rarely gets mentioned, although the stories abound. In January, Hong Kong was gripped with the second longest cold spell since 1885. Winter storms in central and southern China produced the worst winter weather in half a century. Snow fell on Baghdad for the first time in living memory.

Indeed, most of the public debate seems to lack a sensible climate this center. Instead almost all politicians in most nations are scuffling to promise ever stricter CO2cuts. This is evident also in the United States, where, as of this writing, all three major presidential candidates have set forward elaborate promises to deliver significant carbon reductions till by 2050. However, there is very little information on both the efficiency of such policies (how much less warming will we see?) and their costs (how many billions of dollars will it cost?). And for good reason. As you see on this page of this book, Al Gore’s proposal for a $140 carbon tax would hike gas prices by $1.25 per gallon, cut the U.S. emissions by half in 2015, yet have an almost immeasurable impact on temperatures—decreasing the average temperature in 2100 by 0.2°F. And the cost would be a dramatic $160 billion annually for the rest of the century.

While most U.S. politicians have only made promises but done little toward implementing them, it is perhaps worthwhile to look at politics in Europe where the extravagant promises are now beginning to be felt. A good example is the EU’s newly instituted policy of cutting CO2 emissions by 20% by 2020.

A 20% reduction in the EU, vigorously enforced throughout this century, would merely postpone global warming by two years at the end of the century. The temperature increase the world would expect to see by 2100 because of global warming would first take place in 2102. An immeasurable change. Yet the cost would be anything but immeasurable. The EU’s own estimate for the cost is about €60 ($90) billion annually, which conveniently is down from its own previous estimate of almost twice that much. It is almost certainly a vast underestimate, since it requires the EU to make the reductions as smart as possible. As we shall see, the real price will likely become much higher. An economic cost-benefit analysis indicates that for every dollar we spend on such policies like the EU’s, we only help the world about 30 cents.

However, the EU politicians are not content just talking about cutting emissions—they also want to decide how. They have decided that the renewable energy share in the union should be increased by 20% by 2020. This increase has no separate climate effect, since they have already promised to cut emissions by 20%, and because the extra spending will go to buying current technology not to produce much better future technologies. However, it does manage to make a poor policy decision dramatically worse.

Here, the debate in my native Denmark is instructive as the relevant government ministries have outlined what this decision will end up costing Denmark, and it gives a feel for the total cost for the EU. The costs for an increase in renewable of less than 20% (18 percentage points) and with less ambition (five years later by 2025) shows the total cost will be about $4 billion annually. And the benefit? If Denmark sticks to this decision throughout the rest of this century the end result will be to postpone global warming by the end of the century by five days. The average temperature that the globe would reach by Friday, January 1, we would postpone till the following Wednesday, after having spent more than $300 billion.

Is that a sensible decision? The total advantage into the infinite future from this Danish reduction to the world (measured on all relevant parameters such as lives saved, agricultural production increased, wetlands preserved, etc.) is about $15 million. Or for every dollar spent, we would do a bit less than half a cent worth of good for the world.

To put this into perspective, the $4 billion spending could double the number of hospitals in Denmark. And if we really wanted to do good, $3 billion could halve the number of malaria cases in the world. It would save 850 million lives over the century, avoid 250 million people getting infected every year. It would mean that the people of malaria-infected countries would live much better lives, become more productive and leave a world for the kids and grandkids in 2100 that would be much, much better. The last billion could fund an eightfold increase in R&D of CO2-reducing energy technologies, which in the long run would make it possible for everyone to reduce CO2 much more dramatically, at a much lower cost.

So, what should it be? Achieve one the most remarkable improvements in history—reducing the frequency of malaria in this world by half—while dramatically increasing the possibility of solving global warming in the medium run? Or make a renewable pledge that looks good but does two thousand times less good and will change the global climate insignificantly?

And it gets worse. The price of $4 billion requires politicians to pick the cheapest way possible. Yet the politicians seem intent on often picking much more expensive solutions essentially doubling the cost or more. And the opposition—in trying to trump the government—insists that we should increase our ambitions to almost 40%. The cost would escalate to nearly $15 billion annually, with every dollar doing just a quarter of a cent worth of good for the world.

All of these considerations seem to be playing themselves out internationally. Using the Danish figures to extrapolate EU costs, the total cost is likely to be more than $225 billion annually, with every dollar doing just half a cent worth of good. And this is assuming that politicians pick the lowest-cost best options and that the opposition let’s-do-more attitude doesn’t win. I’m not sure this is clear. How do you measure what the best options are?

The same money could triple the global development aid budget. It could easily give clean drinking water, sanitation, education, and health care to every single human being on the planet, while tenfold increasing CO2-reducing R&D.

And there is one final risk in dealing with global warming, we need to remember. If we persistently overworry and exaggerate the problems people will eventually tire of the entire discussion. There are already ominous signs that this is happening. A recent poll from National Center for Public Policy Research shows that while 18% of all Americans are willing to pay 50¢ on the prevention of global warmning, almost half are unwilling to spend even a penny more. A recent UK survey from the Environmental Transport Association showed that three in 10 people reckon there is too much publicity about global warming and more than half of these are “bored hearing about it.”

Remember the bird flu? A couple of years ago, we worried extensively about a global influenza pandemic, which could kill hundreds of millions people. We worried mostly about birds in Europe and the United States infected with H5N1, while the risk lay mainly with the billions of birds living in close proximity to hundreds of millions in Southeast Asia. And eventually we got fed up with the scary news stories and moved on. This doesn’t mean the risk wasn’t there—if anything the risk of a global pandemic is probably increasing. But the fact that we overworried, focused wrongly, and then gave up shows a disconcerting analogy with global warming. We should have focused on smart policies to gain information, sequence diseases, and ramp up investments in research for vaccines, while avoiding the hyperbole that eventually drained interest.

Not worrying enough about global warming is as wrong as worrying too much. But if we keep sounding the alarmist doomsday drums on global warming, we are likely to enact ineffective and enormously costly policies, that will do little to help the world but much to drain us of our long-term stamina necessary for seeing us through. Instead of focusing on how intensely we should we be worrying, we need to worry correctly. We need to find the pragmatic middle ground and get smart, cost-effective policies to deal with global warming. But we will only get there, if we keep our cool.

It is my hope this book can help us get there.

Bjorn Lomborg
April 2008


1

Polar Bears: Today’s Canaries in the Coal Mine?

Countless politicians proclaim that global warming has emerged as the preeminent issue of our era. The European Union calls it “one of the most threatening issues that we are facing today.” Former prime minister Tony Blair of the United Kingdom sees it as “the single most important issue.” German chancellor Angela Merkel has vowed to make climate change the top priority within both the G8 and the European Union in 2007, and Italy’s Romano Prodi sees climate change as the real threat to global peace. Presidential contenders from John McCain to Hillary Clinton express real concern over the issue. Several coalitions of states have set up regional climate-change initiatives, and in California Republican governor Arnold Schwarzenegger has helped push through legislation saying that global warming should be a top priority for the state. And of course, Al Gore has presented this message urgently in his lectures as well as in the book and Oscar-winning movie An Inconvenient Truth.

In March 2007, while I waited to give evidence to a congressional hearing on climate change, I watched Gore put his case to the politicians. It was obvious to me that Gore is sincerely worried about the world’s future. And he’s not alone in worrying. A raft of book titles warn that we’ve reached a Boiling Point and will experience a Climate Crash. One is even telling us we will be the Last Generation because “nature will take her revenge for climate change.” Pundits aiming to surpass one another even suggest that we face medieval-style impoverishment and societal collapse in just forty years if we don’t make massive and draconian changes to the way we live.

Likewise, the media pound us with increasingly dramatic stories of our ever worsening climate. In 2006, Time did a special report on global warming, with the cover spelling out the scare story with repetitive austerity: “Be worried. Be very worried.” The magazine told us that the climate is crashing, affecting us both globally by playing havoc with the biosphere and individually through such health effects as heatstrokes, asthma, and infectious diseases. The heartbreaking image on the cover was of a lone polar bear on a melting ice floe, searching in vain for the next piece of ice to jump to. Time told us that due to global warming bears “are starting to turn up drowned” and that at some point they will become extinct.

Padding across the ice, polar bears are beautiful animals. To Greenland—part of my own nation, Denmark—they are a symbol of pride. The loss of this animal would be a tragedy. But the real story of the polar bear is instructive. In many ways, this tale encapsulates the broader problem with the climate-change concern: once you look closely at the supporting data, the narrative falls apart.

Al Gore shows a picture similar to Time’s and tells us “a new scientific study shows that, for the first time, polar bears have been drowning in significant numbers.” The World Wildlife Fund actually warns that polar bears might stop reproducing by 2012 and thus become functionally extinct in less than a decade. In their pithy statement, “polar bears will be consigned to history, something that our grandchildren can only read about in books.” The Independent tells us that temperature increases “mean polar bears are wiped out in their Arctic homeland. The only place they can be seen is in a zoo.”

Over the past few years, this story has cropped up many times, based first on a World Wildlife Fund report in 2002 and later on the Arctic Climate Impact Assessment from 2004. Both relied extensively on research published in 2001 by the Polar Bear Specialist Group of the World Conservation Union.

But what this group really told us was that of the twenty distinct subpopulations of polar bears, one or possibly two were declining in Baffin Bay; more than half were known to be stable; and two subpopulations were actually increasing around the Beaufort Sea. Moreover, it is reported that the global polar-bear population has increased dramatically over the past decades, from about five thousand members in the 1960s to twenty-five thousand today, through stricter hunting regulation. Contrary to what you might expect—and what was not pointed out in any of the recent stories—the two populations in decline come from areas where it has actually been getting colder over the past fifty years, whereas the two increasing populations reside in areas where it is getting warmer. Likewise, Al Gore’s comment on drowning bears suggests an ongoing process getting ever worse. Actually, there was a single sighting of four dead bears the day after “an abrupt windstorm” in an area housing one of the increasing bear populations.

The best-studied polar-bear population lives on the western coast of Hudson Bay. That its population has declined 17 percent, from 1,200 in 1987 to under 950 in 2004, has gotten much press. Not mentioned, though, is that since 1981 the population had soared from just 500, thus eradicating any claim of a decline. Moreover, nowhere in the news coverage is it mentioned that 300 to 500 bears are shot each year, with 49 shot on average on the west coast of Hudson Bay. Even if we take the story of decline at face value, it means we have lost about 15 bears to global warming each year, whereas we have lost 49 each year to hunting.

In 2006, a polar-bear biologist from the Canadian government summed up the discrepancy between the data and the PR: “It is just silly to predict the demise of polar bears in 25 years based on media-assisted hysteria.” With Canada home to two-thirds of the world’s polar bears, global warming will affect them, but “really, there is no need to panic. Of the 13 populations of polar bears in Canada, 11 are stable or increasing in number. They are not going extinct, or even appear to be affected at present.”

The polar-bear story teaches us three things. First, we hear vastly exaggerated and emotional claims that are simply not supported by data. Yes, it is likely that disappearing ice will make it harder for polar bears to continue their traditional foraging patterns and that they will increasingly take up a lifestyle similar to that of brown bears, from which they evolved. They may eventually decline, though dramatic declines seem unlikely. But over the past forty years, the population has increased dramatically and the populations are now stable. The ones going down are in areas that are getting colder. Yet we are told that global warming will make polar bears extinct, possibly within ten years, and that future kids will have to read about them in storybooks.

Second, polar bears are not the only story. While we hear only about the troubled species, it is also a fact that many species will do better with climate change. In general, the Arctic Climate Impact Assessment projects that the Arctic will experience increasing species richness and higher ecosystem productivity. It will have less polar desert and more forest. The assessment actually finds that higher temperatures mean more nesting birds and more butterflies. This doesn’t make up for the polar bears, but we need to hear both parts of the story.

The third point is that our worry makes us focus on the wrong solutions. We are being told that the plight of the polar bear shows “the need for stricter curbs on greenhouse-gas emissions linked to global warming.” Even if we accept the flawed idea of using the 1987 population of polar bears around Hudson Bay as a baseline, so that we lose 15 bears each year, what can we do? If we try helping them by cutting greenhouse gases, we can at the very best avoid 15 bears dying. We will later see that realistically we can do not even close to that much good—probably we can save about 0.06 bears per year. But 49 bears from the same population are getting shot each year, and this we can easily do something about. Thus, if we really want a stable population of polar bears, dealing first with the 49 shot ones might be both a smarter and a more viable strategy. Yet it is not the one we end up hearing about. In the debate over the climate, we often don’t hear the proposals that will do the most good but only the ones that involve cutting greenhouse-gas emissions. This is fine if our goal is just to cut those gases, but presumably we want to improve human conditions and environmental quality. Sometimes greenhouse-gas cuts might be the best way to get this, but often they won’t be. We must ask ourselves if it makes more sense to help 49 bears swiftly and easily or 0.06 bears slowly and expensively.

The argument in this book is simple.


	Global warming is real and man-made. It will have a serious impact on humans and the environment toward the end of this century.

	Statements about the strong, ominous, and immediate consequences of global warming are often wildly exaggerated, and this is unlikely to result in good policy.

	We need simpler, smarter, and more efficient solutions for global warming rather than excessive if well-intentioned efforts. Large and very expensive CO2 cuts made now will have only a rather small and insignificant impact far into the future.

	Many other issues are much more important than global warming. We need to get our perspective back. There are many more pressing problems in the world, such as hunger, poverty, and disease. By addressing them, we can help more people, at lower cost, with a much higher chance of success than by pursuing drastic climate policies at a cost of trillions of dollars.



These four points will rile a lot of people. We have become so accustomed to the standard story: climate change is not only real but will lead to unimaginable catastrophes, while doing something about it is not only cheap but morally right. We perhaps understandably expect that anyone questioning this line of reasoning must have evil intentions. Yet I think—with the best of intentions—it is necessary that we at least allow ourselves to examine our logic before we embark on the biggest public investment in history.

We need to remind ourselves that our ultimate goal is not to reduce greenhouse gases or global warming per se but to improve the quality of life and the environment. We all want to leave the planet in decent shape for our kids. Radically reducing greenhouse-gas emissions is not necessarily the best way to achieve that. As we go through the data, we will see that it actually is one of the least helpful ways of serving humanity or the environment.

I hope that this book can help us to better understand global warming, be smarter about solutions to it, and also regain our perspective on the most effective ways to make the world a better place, a desire we all share.


2

It’s Getting Hotter: The Short Story

While global warming has many effects, like rising sea levels, melting glaciers, and maybe more ferocious hurricanes, let us start by looking at just one factor: temperature.

As we call it global warming, temperature is perhaps the obvious place to begin. So let’s start by asking the crucial questions: What happens when temperatures increase? What can we do about this? What does it cost?

The reason we are concerned about global warming is due to the so-called greenhouse effect, the fundamental principle of which is quite simple and entirely uncontroversial. Several types of gases can reflect or trap heat, most importantly water vapor and carbon dioxide (CO2). These greenhouse gases trap some of the heat emitted by the Earth, rather like a blanket wrapped around the globe. The basic greenhouse effect is good: if the atmosphere did not contain greenhouse gases, the average temperature on the Earth would be approximately 59°F colder, and it is unlikely that life as we know it would be able to exist.

The problem is that people have substantially increased the quantity of CO2 in the atmosphere, mainly from burning fossil fuels, such as coal, oil, and gas. As natural processes only slowly remove CO2 from the atmosphere, our annual emissions have increased the total atmospheric CO2 content—the CO2 concentration—such that today it is 36 percent higher than in preindustrial times.

Absent a major policy change, we will continue to burn more fossil fuels over the coming century. This is especially true for the rapidly industrializing developing world, such as China and India. Whereas the developing world now is responsible for about 40 percent of the annual global carbon emissions, by the end of the century that figure will more likely be 75 percent. More CO2 will hold on to more heat and raise temperatures. This is the man-made greenhouse effect.

Let’s look at what will happen when we turn up the heat.

When talking about future climate, we obviously cannot observe it directly. Instead, researchers must make predictions about crucial factors, such as how much oil and coal each nation will use over the coming century, then put the resultant CO2 emissions into hugely complex models that tell us how these new levels of greenhouse gases will affect the temperature, sea levels, and so forth.

Our best information comes from the United Nations’ Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, or IPCC. Every six years or so, it gathers the best information we have on climate models and climate effects. In its “standard” future scenario, the IPCC predicts that the global temperature in 2100 will have risen on average 4.7°F from the current range. But nobody actually lives at the global average. To begin with, global warming will make land warm up faster than it will water. (It’s much easier to warm up a couple of yards of earth than to warm up two deep miles of ocean.) Moreover, global warming increases cold temperatures much more than warm temperatures, thus it increases night and winter temperatures much more than day and summer temperatures. The reality of climate change isn’t necessarily an unusually fierce summer heat wave. More likely, we may just notice people wearing fewer layers of clothes on a winter’s evening. Likewise, global warming increases temperatures in temperate and Arctic regions much more than in tropical areas.

We have already experienced this warming pattern in the twentieth century. Globally, winter temperatures have increased much more than summer temperatures, and night temperatures have increased much more than day temperatures. Moreover, winter temperatures have been increasing the most in colder locations—more than three-quarters of the winter warming in the Northern Hemisphere has been confined to the very cold high-pressure systems of Siberia and northwestern North America.

Not surprisingly, this has meant that the United States, northern and central Europe, China, Australia, and New Zealand have experienced fewer frost days. However, with most warming heating up nights and winters, only Australia and New Zealand have had their maximum temperatures go up. For the United States, the maximum temperatures show no trend, and for China the maximum has even declined. In the Central England Temperature series, which is the longest record of temperatures in the world, going back to 1659, there has been a clear reduction in the number of cold days but no increase in the number of hot days.

But what will happen over the coming century, with temperatures rising 4.7°F? The standard story is that our world will become a very unpleasant one. Whenever there is a heat wave, journalists write that it might be a glimpse of much worse things to come. As one environmentalist has said, “If you don’t like the current heat wave event, you’re going to like it even less in the future.” Famously, the chief scientific advisor to the British government, Sir David King, even envisions that an ice-free “Antarctica is likely to be the world’s only habitable continent by the end of this century if global warming remains unchecked.”

Nearly all discussions of the future impacts of global warming use the 2003 heat wave in Europe as their prime example. In Al Gore’s words: “We have already begun to see the kind of heat waves that scientists say will become much more common if global warming is not addressed. In the summer of 2003 Europe was hit by a massive heat wave that killed 35,000 people.”

Yet while we will see more and hotter heat waves, talking only about heat waves means we leave out something even more important.

Heat Deaths—Way of the Future?

The IPCC finds that the trends we have seen over the twentieth century will continue, with temperatures increasing more over land, more in the winter, and especially in the high northern latitudes: Siberia, Canada, and the Arctic. In the wintertime, temperatures might increase 9°F in Siberia compared to perhaps 5°F in Africa. There will be an increase in heat waves and a decrease in cold spells. We will see a marked decrease in frost days almost everywhere in the middle and high latitudes, and this will lead to a comparable increase in the growing-season length.

Models show that heat events we now see every twenty years will become much more frequent. By the end of the century, we will have such events happening every three years. This confirms the prospect that we could be seeing many more heat deaths—a tragedy that will indeed be caused by global warming.

But cold spells will decrease just as much as heat waves increase. In areas where there is one cold spell every three years, by the end of the century such spells will happen only once every twenty years. This means fewer deaths from cold, something we rarely hear about.

In the U.S. 2005 Climate Change and Human Health Impacts report, heat is mentioned fifty-four times and cold just once. It might seem callous to weigh lives saved versus those lost, but if our goal is to improve the lot of humanity, then it’s important to know just how many more heat deaths we can expect compared to how many fewer cold deaths.

For almost every location in the world, there is an “optimal” temperature at which deaths are the lowest. On either side of this temperature—both when it gets colder and warmer—death rates increase. However, what the optimal temperature is is a different issue. If you live in Helsinki, your optimal temperature is about 59°F, whereas in Athens you do best at 75°F. The important point to notice is that the best temperature is typically very similar to the average summer temperature. Thus, the actual temperature will only rarely go above the optimal temperature, but very often it will be below. In Helsinki, the optimal temperature is typically exceeded only 18 days per year, whereas it is below that temperature a full 312 days. Research shows that although 298 extra people die each year from it being too hot in Helsinki, some 1,655 people die from it being too cold.

It may not be so surprising that cold kills in Finland, but the same holds true in Athens. Even though absolute temperatures of course are much higher in Athens than in Helsinki, temperatures still run higher than the optimum one only 63 days per year, whereas 251 days are below it. Again, the death toll from excess heat in Athens is 1,376 people each year, whereas the death toll from excess cold is 7,852.

This trail of statistics leads us to two conclusions. First, we are very adaptable creatures. We live well both at 59°F and 75°F. We can adapt to both cold and heat. Further adaptation on account of global warming will not be unproblematic, because we have already invested heavily in housing and infrastructure such as heating and air-conditioning to handle our current climate. But that is why the second point is so important. It seems reasonable to conclude from the data that, within reasonable limits, global warming might actually result in lower death rates.
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