
Section

Comment 1 on Workshop in Adaptation and Mitigation Strategies
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The rapidity with which greenhouse warming
burst onto the national and international political
agendas is surprising. So too is the fact that it has
remained of central interest despite the lack of
understanding of the phenomenon exhibited by the
general public. Even with lackluster public
response, politicians and governments around the
world are advocating costly actions designed to
counter greenhouse warming.

A certain amount of attention and concern is
necessary to establish and sustain the attention of
government decision makers. There are several
attributes of the greenhouse warming problem that
generated enough attention and concern to propel it
so quickly onto the international agenda and keep it
in the forefront for action.

First, it is one of a new set of global problems
that is intimately connected to scientific analysis. A
great deal of data has been collected and analyzed
since the early 1960s. Scientists have been care-
fully laying the groundwork for decades and have a
solid foundation for addressing the problem. They
were ready in 1988 to capitalize on the North
American drought as a vehicle to bring the longer-
term problem of greenhouse warming to more wide-
spread attention. In short, there is a large body of
knowledge about the problem and possible
remediative actions.

Second, greenhouse warming is a vivid problem
with considerable psychological impact. Following
close on the heels of the antarctic ozone hole and
more widespread depletion of stratospheric ozone, it
also demonstrates human capacity to directly alter
the physical planet on which we depend for
survival. Greenhouse warming is symbolic of some
of our deepest fears.

The third attribute is the way worldwide
scientific activity makes up for periodic reductions
in the importance accorded greenhouse wanning in
any particular country. Scientists and other experts
from all parts of the world are working on the
causes and consequences of greenhouse warming.
For example, the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change involved about 600 scientists from
all parts of the world. This unusually large group
of geographically dispersed experts means that the
level of attention in a particular country can drop
and international momentum still be maintained.
For example, activity may develop first in the
United States, which stimulates work in Europe
that continues after interest wanes in this country.
Later, that European activity may rekindle atten-
tion here. The extent of international activity both
smooths over lulls in any particular location and
increases the number of overall actions that may be
undertaken.

Professional reinforcement provides the fourth
element that helps sustain attention to greenhouse
wanning. The problem would never have been
recognized were it not for scientists. And it is
scientists and other experts who provide the force
underlying the present concern about greenhouse
warming. Whether they work in universities,
industry, or government, they derive much of their
motivation from their professional colleagues. Once
started, a groundswell of concern swept through
professional channels and provided the basis for
government attention to greenhouse warming. The
political base for action on greenhouse warming is a
scientific constituency rather than the general
population.

The fifth element also derives from the level of
scientific attention given the topic. The sheer
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magnitude of research and the frequency with
which new results are reported keeps attention on
greenhouse wanning. Hardly a week goes by
without a scientific meeting somewhere on some
aspect of greenhouse warming. With so much
activity, there is bound to be a fairly regular flow of
new ideas and findings. These, in turn, stimulate
even more analysis.

Another aspect of the global appeal of
greenhouse warming is the fact that the greenhouse
problem involves all human activities in all parts
the world. People everywhere will feel the
consequences. More importantly, actions of each
individual are relevant. Every human can make a
contribution, however small, to slowing the onset of
greenhouse warming.

The final element is the fact that many people
would like to see some of the actions that would
slow greenhouse warming taken for other reasons.
Greenhouse warming is thus an issue with natural
political coalitions. This enhances the appeal of
greenhouse wanning to many individuals and
organizations.

All of these elements combine to make
greenhouse wanning a unique issue. In essence,
greenhouse warming is a political issue-based on a
constituency of scientists and experts. Because it
crosses political boundaries, however, it has
achieved a level of interest beyond other scientific
and technical problems. And because of its natural
base among these experts, it rapidly achieved
prominence once access to the political agenda was
opened. And the intrinsically global character of
the problem has provided momentum to keep it
there.

The strength of the influence of the scientific
and expert communities on greenhouse warming
policy may lead to different policy positions in
various countries. For example, industrial, scien-
tific, and other elites generally are more directly
involved in determining national policy in European
countries than in the United States. The fact that
European countries currently advocate carbon taxes,
emissions caps, and other policy responses to
greenhouse warning much more strongly than the
United States is consistent with a more direct policy
influence of scientists in those countries who are
deeply concerned about greenhouse warming.
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