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On November 12, Dr. Stewart

Cohen, a researcher with Envi-

ronment Canada, warned: “Computer

modeling shows a trend to warmer, wet-

ter weather [in British Columbia] over

the next 20 to 40 years.” The Province
newspaper reported Cohen’s results on

the front page under the headline,

“Weather Warning: BC will get wetter,

stormier.” If that isn’t enough to pique

your interest, the front-page warning

continues: “Summer droughts, winter

rainstorms, rising sea levels, more flood-

ing, landslides and forest fires. That’s

what’s ahead over the next 20 to 40 years

as the world’s climate changes, and BC’s

temperate weather turns extreme, an En-

vironment Canada scientist warns.”

How accurate are these computer-model

based predictions? Are they really mean-

ingful and therefore reliable? Finding

global climatic signatures from human

activity is a monumental task. This is

because heat energy added to the earth’s

atmosphere by carbon dioxide is very

small compared to other, natural forms

of energy, like the heat carried by the

world’s oceans and atmosphere as well

as water vapor and clouds. Generating a

computer mock-up of the climate sys-

tem is a particularly monumental task

given that much is still unknown about

how these and many other forms of

energy interact to affect climate.

According to the computer models,

Canada should already be experiencing

an increase in extreme high summer

temperatures. But researchers from the

Meteorological Service of Canada have

proved the forecast wrong. “There is no

indication of any consistent changes to

the magnitude of extreme high daily

maximum temperature during summer

… [the] projection of increases in days

with extreme high summer temperature

has, at present, not been observed in

Canada” (Bonsal, et al., pp. 1959-76).

What about extreme precipitation? Here,

the same group of Canadian researchers

said that “For the country [Canada] as a

whole, there appear to be no identifiable

trends in extreme precipitation (either

frequency or intensity) during the last

century. The observed increase in pre-

cipitation totals in the twentieth century

was mainly due to increases in the num-

ber of small to moderate events” (Zhang

et al., pp. 1923-36).

Researchers from the Meteorological

Service of Canada, using the latest

Canadian precipitation records, also

determined that in “the last 50 years,

heavy snowfalls in northern Canada

have been increasing with marked

decadal variation” (Zhang et al.) In

other words, the observed pattern of

change disagrees with the alarming fore-

cast from most models that more snow

will be melting, especially in areas of

land-locked ice at high northern lati-

tude areas of Canada.

But the strongest evidence against the

claim of a marked global warming

brought about by industrial activity pre-

dicted by the models is the temperature

record of the lower troposphere (roughly

2 to 5 kilometre altitude), observed pre-

cisely by satellites and independently

validated by balloon-borne instruments

over the last 22 years. That layer of air

failed to show any significant warming

relative to the surface of the earth. This

observed fact contradicts the prediction

of all global climate models that the

lower troposphere would warm faster

and more strongly than the air near the

surface of the earth as the concentration

of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere

rose over the last two decades.

Carbon dioxide, when released into the

air, has a tendency to get mix quickly

and so is distributed evenly throughout

the whole column of the atmosphere.

The air near the surface is dense and

moist, so the addition of more carbon

dioxide will introduce only very little

imbalance of heat energy there. In con-

trast, according to the greenhouse effect

theory, adding more carbon dioxide to

the thinner and drier air of the tropo-

sphere will cause a chain of noticeable

effects. First, the presence of more car-

bon dioxide in this uppermost part of
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the atmosphere will cause more infrared

radiation energy to escape into space

because there are more carbon dioxide

molecules to channel this infrared energy

upward and outward unhindered. Part of

that infrared radiation is also being emit-

ted downward to the lower troposphere

and the surface where it is reabsorbed by

carbon dioxide and the thicker air there.

The layer of air at the lower troposphere,

being in more direct contact to this

down-welling radiation, is expected to

heat more than air near the surface. Thus,

adding more carbon dioxide to the atmo-

sphere should cause more warming of the

air around the height of two to five kilo-

metres. In other words, the clearest

impact of the greenhouse effect should

manifest itself in the lower troposphere

rather than near the earth’s surface.

The best data show no clear signal of the

forecast global warming caused by indus-

trial activity. The computer forecasts are

exaggerating current temperature trends,

so likely are exaggerating future warming.

Since the computer forecasts are not yet

reliable, British Columbians should put

away their flood gear. As for the politi-

cians? They should think twice before

using these models as the basis for policy

decisions. This is clear when you consider

that the greenhouse effects, discussed

above, are supposed to be one of the best

known elements in the climate models

that form the basis of the warnings like

those on the front page of The Province

newspaper.

References

Bonsal, B.R., X. Zhang, L.A. Vincent, and
W.D. Hogg (2001). “Characteristics of
Daily and Extreme Temperatures over
Canada.” Journal of Climate 14: 1959-1976.

Zhang, X., W.D. Hogg, and E. Mekis (2001).
“Spatial and Temporal Characteristics of
Heavy Precipitation Events Over Canada.”

Journal of Climate 14: 1923-1936. �

8 |

C o m p u t e r M o d e l l i n g

Parks in Peril?

continued from page 6

If Parks Canada is interested in a meaningful assessment of environmental quality

in our national parks, we have a suggestion: base the assessment on objective data.

While actually measuring air quality in a park is a reliable indicator, asking a panel

their opinion about whether urbanization hundreds of kilometers away is affecting

air quality is not. The main environmental indicators that Parks Canada are con-

cerned about—habitat loss, species reduction, water quality, soil condition, and air

quality—are all directly measurable.

Incredibly, the Parks Canada ratings continue to be reported as though they consti-

tute scientific proof that Canada’s national parks are suffering severe environmental

degradation (Parks Canada Agency, 2000). What is even more alarming is that the

conclusions are being used to justify such radical measures as exterminating non-

native species, tearing out roads and trails, and bulldozing visitor accommodations,

each of which has its own negative environmental effect (LeRoy and Cooper, 2000).

The rationale for these bizarre policies is clear: eliminating the stressor will elimi-

nate the threat and improve the ecological integrity rating of the park. Since Parks

Canada managers are held accountable for these ratings, they have a strong incen-

tive to reduce or eliminate any and all so-called stressors (Parks Canada, 2001).

Whether or not this actually improves the environmental condition of the park is

irrelevant. In fact, given that Parks Canada has offered no real proof that the parks

are actually suffering from environmental degradation related to human activity,

the only problem appears to be the one the federal agency has created by publishing

results based almost purely on speculation.
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