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Already in the midst
The striking reality of climate change is that 
its impacts are already visible in every corner 
of the world. This is not some far-fetched 
prediction but is already happening all 
around us. The distribution of extreme 
weather and climatological events since the 
beginning of the year is evidence of exactly 
this—not a single region of the world can 
claim to be insulated from the climate change 
disturbances. According to the em-dat 
disaster database based in Belgium, there 
have been over 100 climate-related disasters 
until the beginning of August this year in 
which close to 3,000 people died (see 
‘Extreme is the new normal’).

A look at the trend of reported natural 
disasters over the past four decades paints an 
even starker picture. The incidence of 
climate-related disasters since 1980 have 

more than tripled to over 300 events every 
year. Both meteorological and hydrological 
disasters such as storms, extreme 
precipitation and floods have increased by as 
much as four times in the 40-year period.

As climate change impacts increase in 
frequency and intensity, the most worrying 
thing is that Earth is only about 10 C warmer 
than it was in the 1950s, and that it is firmly 
on a trajectory that will be between 3-40 C 
warmer by 2100. A recent paper published 
in the journal pnas in August 2018 looked 
at historical glacial-interglacial cycles the 
Earth has undergone, and compared it 
with a theoretical estimation of future 
climatological cycles through a systems 
approach if global warming is not 
contained. The paper suggests that “the 
Earth System may be approaching a 
planetary threshold that could lock in a 

continuing rapid pathway toward much 
hotter conditions—Hothouse Earth. This 
pathway would be propelled by strong, 
intrinsic, biogeophysical feedbacks difficult 
to influence by human actions, a pathway 
that could not be reversed, steered, or 
substantially slowed. Where such a threshold 
might be uncertain, but it could be only 
decades ahead at a temperature rise of �2.0° 
C above preindustrial, and thus, it could be 
within the range of the Paris Accord 
temperature targets”. 

The paper’s conclusion is undoubtedly 
scary, but there isn’t much evidence to 
counter the inference that the resear-
chers have reached. The pnas paper is a 
timely publication; in some ways is an 
apt curtain raiser for the much-awaited 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change’s (ipcc) 1.5 Degree Special Report. 

This report may well determine the urgency 
and efficacy of the post-Paris Agreement 
climate action.

While the final version of the report will 
only be published this month, a preliminary 
draft was leaked earlier this year. Average 
temperature rise globally has escalated year-
on-year, especially since the 1990s and is 
currently close to 1.20 C above the pre-
industrial average. Around the Arctic Circle, 
the increase is around 40 C above pre-
industrial levels. The leaked version of the 
Special Report unsurprisingly suggests that 
the Earth is on its way to breach the lower 
limit for warming of 1.50 C set under the Paris 
Agreement. The report points out that 
though limiting warming to 1.50 C is still 
geophysically possible, but it would require 
drastic and rapid reductions in greenhouse 
gas (ghg) emissions by governments which 
would include a sharp shift from fossil fuels 
as well as removal of carbon dioxide (CO2) 
from the atmosphere. 

According to the draft, humanity can 
emit just 580 billion tonnes of CO2 equivalent 
of ghg to get a better than 50 per cent chance 
of limiting warming to 1.5 0C. At the current 
rate of emissions, this is roughly 12-16 years 
from now. In 2016 alone, 53.4 billion tonnes 
of CO2 equivalent ghgs were emitted 
globally. The draft has warned that adhering 
to the limit would require a shift towards 
renewable as the dominant source of energy, 
coupled with efforts to increase forest cover 
and other carbon sinks to sequester ghgs. 
According to the authors, any emission 
pathway with greater-than-50 per cent 
chance of limiting warming to under 1.50 C 
until the end of the century would require the 
world to reach net-zero emissions around 
mid-century.

While the urgency of the situation is 
clear—both from the science of climate 
change as well as from mounting climatic 
experiences across the world—the emission 
pathways currently underway will hardly 
change the trajectory of global warming. One 
can only hope that the next rounds of climate 
change negotiations will include the urgency 
of addressing the dawning realities of 
the Anthropocene.  @down2earthindia

Annual incidence of climate-related 
disasters has more than tripled since 
1980. There have been over 100 since 
the beginning of this year 

Extreme is the 
new normal

Japan experiences worst 
rains in 50 years

July, 2018

Russia braves temperatures 
of -67 C, colder than most 
thermometers can measure

January, 2018

Torrential rains bring 
epic flash floods in 
Maryland, USA

July, 2018

Bomb cyclone 
hits new England

March, 2018

Record-
breaking warm 
temperatures 
across the 
eastern US

February, 2018

April 2018 was the 
coldest in two decades 

for continental USA

April, 2018

Severe drought in parts 
of seven states in 

southwest USA

April, 2018

Heatwaves in 
Canada in July 
leave 70 dead

July, 2018

Longest heatwave since 
1976 in the UK

June, 2018
Eastern Europe taken 
aback by orange snow

March, 2018

Peru's glacial lake turns into 
a deadly flood time bomb

June, 2018

Hottest 
summer in 
100 years 
in Iceland

July, 2018

France sees worst 
winter rains in 50 years

January, 2018

Sydney hits its highest 
temperature recorded 

since 1939— 47.3 C

January, 2018

Japan faces one of its worst 
heat waves

August, 2018

Disasters from January 1, 2018 to August 1, 2018
Drought Extreme temperature
Flood Landslide
Storm Wildfire

Deadly winter storm 
brings chaos in Europe

March, 2018

Western Japan faces its 
coldest winter in 32 years

February, 2018

Hottest day in April 
in Earth's history 

recorded in Pakistan

April, 2018

Australia 
breaks heat 
records for 

April

April, 2018

Uncontrollable wildfires 
rage in California in 

western USA

July-August, 2018

First snow in 
Florida in almost 
30 years

January, 2018

Storm Elenor 
batters Europe

January, 2018

Sahara desert, 
the hottest in 
the world, 
receives 40 cm 
of snow

January, 2018 Rare tropical cyclone 
makes landfall 
in Somalia

May, 2018

Europe colder than 
the North Pole

February, 2018

New Zealand faces 
hottest January in 
150 years

January, 2018

Unprecedented storm 
season in India

May, 2018
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