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The potential impacts of global warming dwarf those of other environmental threats
Those words, written in 1990, opened the chapter on global
warming in the Department of Ecology’s "Washington
Environment 2010" report issued under then-director and
now-Governor Chris Gregoire. We have long known that the
societal threat that climate change presents is of a nature and
magnitude unlike any other we have faced.
The Earth’s climate has always changed, but overall it has
been relatively stable and mostly predictable since the end of
the last ice age. Carbon dioxide is a major component of the
Earth’s atmosphere and because it traps heat, is necessary for
a livable climate. But, since humans started using fossil fuels
for transportation, electricity and other purposes, we have
been releasing vast amounts of the carbon dioxide into the
atmosphere. And since carbon dioxide remains in the
atmosphere longer than other major heat-trapping gases and
it is accumulating in the atmosphere at increasing
concentrations due to human activities, it is logical that the
Earth’s temperature will rise as carbon dioxide and other
“greenhouse gases” increase.
This increase in greenhouse gases is resulting in an
unpredictable climate that is changing rapidly. Our state is
particularly vulnerable to a warming climate — especially our
snow-fed water supplies that provide our drinking water,
irrigation for agriculture- and nearly three-fourth of the
electrical power we produce. Close to 40 communities –
including some of the state’s largest population centers —
along our 2,300 miles of shoreline are threatened by rising
sea levels. Ocean acidification, which is created when carbon
dioxide reacts with seawater and reduces the water’s pH,
threatens our abundant shellfish.
While climate change poses a significant threat to our
economy, it also offers enormous opportunities. We are wellpositioned to lead the transformation to the new clean
economy, creating jobs and economic growth along the way.
The state is creating markets that drive investment in lowcarbon technologies. By aligning our research universities with
our industrial capacity in software, biotechnology,
nanotechnology, and sustainable design, we will create
thousands of new jobs — jobs here in Washington state that
cannot be outsourced. Because we rely heavily on
hydropower, power generation is not as significant a source of
“greenhouse gas” emissions as in other states. In Washington,
45 percent of greenhouse gas emissions come from cars,
trucks, planes, trains, and ships. This means individuals can
help reduce these emissions, which are associated with
warming.
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Washington already is working to reduce emissions and build a
clean energy economy. We don't have to start from square
one. We can use what we've learned to do more. It's clear
that Washington's climate is changing — more than 50 glaciers
have disappeared from the Cascade Mountains, sea levels are
changing along Washington’s coastlines and snowpack totals
are expected to decline by 40 percent by 2040. It's also clear
that we can help shape how changes in climate change
Washington —for us today, for our children, and for future
generations.
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actions addressing the
impacts of climate
change.
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