
Planet Earth is in Peril

Climate change is more than just global warming.  It is changes in the rate and location 
of all types of weather phenomenon over a long period of time (millions of years).  This 
rules out short term changes like El Nino (which results in increased temperatures and 
a greater number of cyclones over a few years).  Changes include the amounts of wind 
and rain, length of the seasons and the frequency of extreme events like fl oods, droughts 
and cyclones.  Climate change can occur on a small local scale or on a large global scale.  
Causes of climate change include volcanic eruptions, quantity of light and heat from the Sun and 
movement of the Earth's tectonic plates.  In more recent history, human’s use of combustion 
of fossil fuels has come to have more and more effect.  Because it is a change over millions of years, 
scientists have been busy establishing what the climate would have been like millions of years ago so 
that comparisons can be made.  Climate change isn’t just our Earth getting hotter, it is also when it 
cools down like during an ice age.  There is an ice age expected in another 500 000 years.
The greenhouse effect is caused by greenhouse gases.  If you think of a greenhouse (used to grow 
plants) it is a building usually made of glass that allows heat energy to enter but limits how much exits.  
This causes the air to warm up and gives the inside of the greenhouse a consistently warm temperature.  
The greenhouse effect is similar to this as it results in the warming of the Earth’s atmosphere.  It is a natural 
process that is actually very important to life on Earth, because it allows our planet to have a constant warm 
temperature which promotes life.  In fact, if we had no atmosphere (or greenhouse gases) the average surface 
temperature would be around -20ºC, far too cold for life and liquid water.  Due to the presence of the atmosphere and how it 
re-emits the radiated heat energy, it creates an average temperature of 15ºC which is perfect for life.  However, because of 
increased amounts of the greenhouse gases like CO2, methane, water vapour and ozone, the greenhouse effect is exacerbated.  
CO2 gases are produced by burning fossil fuels including the combustion that occurs in vehicle engines.  As well as this, the 
clearing of forests is also a contributing factor.  The thicker atmosphere caused by the increase in gases results in heat energy 
bouncing around inside the atmosphere heating the Earth more and more.  Since the 1800s, CO2 has increased by over 40% 
and since the 1900s the temperature has increased by around 1ºC.  While this may seem insignifi cant, it is enough to cause 
global warming.

Global warming is a gradual increase in temperature of the Earth’s surface, atmosphere and waterways.  It is predicted to be 
a permanent change, they can’t easily be reversed.  It has been estimated that by the end of this century the Earth’s average 
temperature would have increased by 5ºC.  There is real evidence that our Earth is warming up and at an ever increasing 
rate.  The sea levels are rising, ice areas are melting, recorded temperatures have been increasing and there have been dramatic
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changes in plant and animal species.  Causes of global warming include increases in greenhouse gases and deposits of heat 
absorbing soot particles.  The effects of global warming are already being seen with the retreat of glaciers, extinction of 
species and sea levels rising to cover low lying islands.
The ozone layer in the stratosphere is composed of ozone 
(O3).  Ozone absorbs dangerous UV radiation emitted from 
the Sun.  In fact it absorbs around 98% of UVB radiation that 
would otherwise damage living things.  When UV light hits ozone 
it splits the O3 into O2 and O which then react together to 
form O3 again.  UV light is harmful because it causes cancers, 
damages the skin and eyes, reduces the numbers of plankton 
(small photosynthesising organisms) in the oceans and harms 
plants.  Some chemicals produced by humans destroy the 
ozone and cause thin or weak spots in the ozone layer.  This is 
referred to as an ozone hole.  These thinner areas allow higher 
levels of UV radiation to enter and so life below can be harmed.  
There is a large ozone hole over Antarctica which affects 
New Zealand and is a key reason why it is extra important 
to use sunscreen and prevent sunburn in our country.  These 
chemicals include CFCs (chlorofl uorocarbon compounds), 
aerosol can propellants and freons.  These chemicals 
were commonly used in refrigeration, aerosol cans and air 
conditioners.  In 1989, a worldwide agreement was created 
banning the use of such ozone depleting chemicals as CFCs.  
This has caused the amounts of ozone to become stabilised 
and the weak spots aren’t increasing in size.  Even though CFC use has been greatly reduced, some countries don’t abide by 
the rule and are still using them and it has also been revealed that nitrous oxide compounds like those from car engines also 

damage the ozone. 
Deforestation is the removal of large areas of trees (usually by burning) in order to make 
the land underneath available for other uses where the trees won’t be replaced.  This has 
mainly been for agriculture, horticulture and establishment of towns and cities.  While 
this harms the ecosystem of the forest it also has more global effects.  Plants perform 
photosynthesis which removes CO2 (a greenhouse gas) from the atmosphere and so 
reduces the effects of global warming.  As well as no longer being able to remove CO2, 
the burning of the forests to clear them makes CO2 with estimates that 20% of the total 
CO2 production is from deforestation.
Human overpopulation is when the number of people in an area exceeds how many people 
the area can support.  This can create numerous issues including:
• Decline in water quality.
• Depletion of natural resources (such as fossil fuels).
• Increase in pollution.
• Increase in deforestation for clear land to build homes on.
• Increase in CO2 emissions  increase in the greenhouse effect 
  increase in global warming.
• Increase in poverty and because of this, deaths of young children.
• Increase in disease spreading.
• Decreased life expectancy.
• Increases in wars.

As can be seen from the information above, our Earth is in peril!  This is mainly due to humans and the advancements in our 
society has created such a range of negative impacts.  It’s time that we all start making a change, even if it is just as small as 
turning off the tap while brushing our teeth or switching off the wall socket for our phone chargers when they aren’t in use.
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