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WHAT IS CLIMATE 


CHANGE?
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Greenhouse gases


Before the Industrial Revolution  


(1750–1900), the average global annual 


temperature on Earth was about 13.7°C. 


Natural gases in the atmosphere, such  


as carbon dioxide (CO


2


), absorbed the 


Sun's heat, forming a protective layer 


around Earth and keeping our planet  


at a suitable temperature for life. Then,  


as countries began to develop in the  


18th century, they used fossil fuels such 


as coal, oil and gas to run vehicles, heat 


buildings and power factories. These fuels 


release more ‘greenhouse gases’ when 


they’re burnt, trapping more of the Sun’s 


heat and causing temperatures to rise. 


These additional gases (known collectively  


as 'carbon emissions') are causing our 


climate to change.


Have you heard news stories about floods, intense heatwaves or rising  



sea levels? These events are becoming more common because of  



climate change – a long-term shift in our planet’s temperatures 


and weather patterns. Although natural conditions have triggered 


gradual climate change in the past, human activity is causing our 


environment to change at a faster rate. 


When power plants 


and factories burn 


fossil fuels, they 


release gases such as 


carbon dioxide and 


methane into  


the atmosphere.















IT’S A  



FACT


Between 1800 and 1980, 


surface temperatures on 


Earth rose by an average 


of 0.08°C every decade. 


But since 1981, this rate of 


warming has more than 


doubled to an average of 


0.18°C per decade.


Lost vegetation


At the same time, forests have been cleared for building, for mining and 


for agricultural land to feed our growing population. Trees and other 


plants absorb carbon dioxide, maintaining a healthy balance of 


gases in the atmosphere. When they’re cut down, this 


balance is disrupted. If the cut-down trees are burnt or 


left to rot, their stored carbon is released back into the 


atmosphere, tipping the balance even further.


The Mauna Loa 


Observatory in Hawaii, USA 


– 3,397 metres above sea 


level – has been collecting 


atmospheric data since 


the 1950s, which shows   


a sharp increase in  


CO


2


 levels.
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Where are we now?


Today, greenhouse gases in the atmosphere 


are at their highest level for two million years 


– over 400 parts per million – and rising. 


Since the late 1800s, average temperatures 


on Earth have risen by 1.1°C. These warmer 


temperatures are challenging the delicate 
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