How often, when hearing news about climate change, have you thought, “Six degrees warmer? That doesn’t sound so bad, especially for Ireland!” 

It’s a natural response for people who are not climatologists, which is most of us. In the same way, sea levels rising ten meters doesn’t sound like much either – the beach itself is only ten meters across, isn’t it?

But such a rise in ocean levels would not be ten meters up the shore, but ten meters straight up – putting almost all of Dublin, from Dollymount to Dun Laoghaire to Chapelizod, under water. In the same way, a rise of six degrees would not merely boost the temperature by that small-sounding amount; it would raise the baseline average of the Earth’s natural system, and create a different, alien planet. 

Let’s put it this way: the last time the Earth’s climate was six degrees from what it is now, it was six degrees colder, creating an ice age. Ireland lay under a kilometre of ice, with winter temperatures as low as -40 degrees Centigrade. 

As Mark Lynas describes in his new book, “Six Degrees,” a few steps in the opposite direction could create serious problems for the natural world. Pollution from our cars and factories has boosted the climate more than half a degree. At one degree the Greenland ice sheet melts, raising the sea by about seven meters. At three degrees, the Amazon rainforest would begin to burn; they depend on a humid environment, and have no resistance to fire. 

The International Panel on Climate Change, the world authority on the issue, predicts that climate can change by as much as six degrees by the end of the century. If that happens, Lynas writes, “an entirely new planet comes into being - one unrecognisable from the Earth we know today.” 

If the high temperatures cause a further chain reaction – by releasing methane from the oceans, for example – the climate could go even higher than that. The last time the planet got six degrees hotter, geologists believe, was 250 million years ago, when early life on Earth was almost wiped out. 

Right now humanity has only shot the climate up 0.6 degrees. But it’s happened quickly, and levels are increasing by 0.2 degrees per decade – creating a desert planet by the end of the century if we don’t start changing our lives now.  

FADA is a local voluntary organization of people who want to prepare for peak oil and climate change by finding local solutions to global problems. For more information visit www.kildare.ie/FADA, or attend one of our twice-monthly meetings in the Parish Centre, Charlotte Street , Newbridge, on the first and third Monday of the month. For information about the group you can also contact call Padraic Dunne at 087-741-6473 or Brian Kaller at briankaller@yahoo.com. For information about Mark Lynas or his book, look up www.marklynas.org. To see how rising sea levels would affect Ireland, visit http://flood.firetree.net. 
