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Résumé / Abstract:

With the completion in 2007 of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change Fourth
Assessment Report (AR4), public perception shifted from skepticism to a general sense
that climate change is real and that humans are largely responsible. However, more
recent research findings in several areas suggest additional cause for concern: e.g. the
minimum summer extent of Arctic sea ice is decreasing faster than in any of the IPCC
coupled models, global emissions of carbon dioxide over the last 6 years are increasing
faster than in any of the IPCC SRES emissions scenarios, and evidence indicates that the
Laurentide ice sheet, which covered much of the northern hemisphere at the last glacial
maximum, at times during its retreat, shrank at faster rates than are forecast for the
Greenland ice sheet during this century. Both as natural scientists and as members of
society, the obvious question is "What do we do next ?"

Until now, scientists have resisted even discussing “geoengineering” approaches to
mitigating climate change or its impacts. But unless a post-Kyoto agreement on
controlling emissions, scheduled to be reached in late 2009, is much more effective than
the Kyoto agreement appears to be, then we should be doing research on some of the
geoengineering approaches that have been proposed: injecting sulphur aerosols into the
stratosphere, fertilizing the oceans with iron, large scale tree plantations for biofuels or to



alter the albedo, etc. What about the cost of damage from projected climate change versus
the cost of mitigating it ? The 2007 Stern Report argues strongly that the benefits of
mitigating climate change far outweigh the costs of mitigation. His report has received
much criticism because he used an unusually low discount rate for the value of future
generations. He has countered that at the base of the economic calculations lies an ethical
issue — how much do we value the welfare of future generations relative to our own
welfare ? Another recent study argues that the Stern Report is right for the wrong
reasons: that the statistics for rare extreme events are not properly accounted for in the
assessment models. Therefore, the possibility of future unexpected “disasters”, where the
costs may be enormous and continuing and beyond our current perception (e.g. Hurricane
Katrina) should lead to a precautionary approach and a high value assigned to the
wellbeing of future generations. More recently, the economic downturn has largely
replaced climate change in the public consciousness. Clearly the climate change 'issue'
extends far beyond the expertise of any scientific discipline. How can we, or should we,
confine our activities on climate change to within our areas of scientific expertise ?

Short Biography

Dr. Ken Denman is a Senior Scientist with Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO),
seconded to the Canadian Centre for Climate Modelling and Analysis of Environment
Canada, located at the University of Victoria where he is an Adjunct Professor in the
School of Earth and Ocean Sciences. Previously he worked at DFO's Institute of Ocean
Sciences in Sidney, BC and at Bedford Institute of Oceanography in Dartmouth, NS.
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