The San Juan Star

Activity jeopardizes
planet’s health until
we learn game plan

EDITOR'S NOTE: This is the second
installment of a two-part series.

make hurnans?

Not the center of the universe,
anyway, at least in the physical realm.
We become a part of the whole; whether
we are essential ingredients or
destructive components remains open for
discussion.

Let's pick up that discussion from
where we left off last week. We were
coensidering James Lovelock's compelling
theory that the Earth is the world's
largest organism, which he calls Gaia

after the Greek name for Mother Earth.
Theory holds that the web of life that

l f the Earth is alive, what does that
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potentially large influence on Gaia's
health, whether good or bad. We may be
stressing the planet’s ability for self-
regulation, leading to high fever, . or
we may be the crucial element in
preventing a fatal chill,

sometimes we're too powerful for our .

own good, This was the case with our
imvention of chlorofluorocarbons: CFCs

which could prove essential Lo Gaia's
health,

The human papulation has grown from

abrut 1 billion in 1850 to 54 billion today.

Meanwhile, the extinction rate of other
species has climbed by about 1,000 times
what it would be without humans. Qur
occupation of the planet threatens to
displace at least one-half of all other
species in the coming decades, biologist
E.Q. Wilson projects in "Blodiversity.”
(1988, National Academy Press),

- What's more, our release of fossil fuels
and designer chemicals into the
atmosphere threatens to disrupt the
planet’s climate,

Most seientists agree that world
temperatures could escalate by 2 to 5
degrees Celsius by the end of the next
century due to the “greenhouse effect.”
The carbon dioxide in petroleum
products contribute to 60 percent of the
predicted global warming, with methane
and CFCs contributing most of the
remainder. {Contrary to what some

We may be stressing the
planet’s ability for self-
regulation, leading to high
fever . .. or we may be the
crucial element in
preventing a fatal chill.

During the recent ice ages, for
instance, the globe's average
termperature was lower by about 4
degrees Celsius, a degree of change
within the same range as that which
would accompany global warming.

Coincidence or fortuitous? Russian
scientist MLI. Budyko outlines a theory in
his 1962 book, “The Earth's Climate: Past
and Future” that could give a hero's tole
to our obsession with oil and other fossil

fuels,

industrialists would have us believe,

there is little skepticism about plobal
warming among scientists. Arguments
involve the degree of warming and fts
effects)

Can we assume that this poses a
problem in the long run? Keep in mind
that Gaia's longevity goes back at least 1
billion years, when multicellular life
arose and hegan arranging ltself in a
myriad of combinations. During this
time, there have been several mass
extinctions, and many times when
average temperatures were higher or
lower than they are now.

Budyko sums wp studies on the climate

since the Cambrian peried 5 billion vears

age and concludes that carbogy dioside
levels are reaching a dangerous all-time
low. In his opinion, our release of fossi]
fuels corresponds to a need for a warmer
blanket around the Earth. Otherwise
CGaia might stabilize as a "white planet”
with a coat of ice.

In fact, Lovelock touches on the same

issie in his 1968 book, “The Ages of Gaia.”
He writes: “The Earth's mean

temperature is well below the optimum

Please see EARTH, Page 30

comprises Gaia'’s “biosphere” has
managed to regulate the climate over the
ages, keeping (0 within o comfortable
rangd tor Wie despile at east & 25 perocent
INCE Ease it the sun's luminosity since iie
MR AT
The biosphere does this mainly through
the chemicals it releases into the
atmosphere, a5 some molecules can
Eilcek out Uhe sun's warmth while others
hold it in. Albedo — the degree of
reflectivity, often related to color — also
serves a function in this scenario,
50 how do humans fit into this picture?
Il seems clear to me that we have a

have damaged the ozone layer protecting

us from the sun’s ultraviolet rays, which
incroaze cancer and mutation rates
throughout the blosphere,

Al times like this, humans may be
comparable to a cancer — the
unrestrained growth of certain cells
within an organism that causes eventual
destruction to the host. (Or in Gala's ease,
hostess.)

Our booming population growth over
the last few centuries could resemble the
spread of a harmful disease, particularly
as it has resulted in the loss of hundreds
of thousands of other species, some of




30 .

“

From Page 29

Earth

Lemprecature for pland life There are
periadie climatic azcillations gs wi cyele
Between the glacistions and thejp
nbCrmissions, and carhan dipxide |3
altenuated close Lo ite lowep prssible
limit All these are physkeal shpms of g
S¥stem on the verge of failure ™

In the end, though, hé concludes that
humans are bettor aff g a glacaal

which generally isalates foxes and
rabbits in a pen-realistje prodator-prey
dance — that thie more variety of
lite & systern has, the mope stable |i fs,

In other words, the Ereater the
biodiversity, the Eroaler the stability of
Lthe system, whether it's a forest, & seq or
an entire planei

But Lovelock nses some questionable

tion Lo conclude that coaler
climates offer a gregtor bindiversity, For
instance, be maintalns that a cooler
ocean olfers a betler environment for Jife

Gala's heatth because be belioves the
Muumuinmunlthawnﬂd’sm
"-Ihhnnghhtnevu:lﬁuqmm
upport this contention.

= :.I-h forests mm
 Bert Bolin estimates that forests hold 90

- percent of the world's living biomass

 Wilser e -
estimate that half the world's species live

In the 7 percent of the land comprising
the rain forests. Coral reef systemns are
another area of exceptional biodiversity,
~ Bothof these ecosystems thrivein
warmer cimates, which makes me .

| suspect Lhat, overall, life prefers a

slightly warmer climate than the one we

- Bave today. Just ask yourself: Do you find
“more life por square meter on a frozen -

i in Alaska of in a tropical

savannah in Africa? The EXpangion of
tropical conditions would seem (o favor
life, thep, as long as the climate followed
the general rule of bringing more rainfall
with temnperatores.

Human tampering of forest systems,
though, can disrupt rainfall reglmes, as it
already has in ar ke Ethiopla; onee
the breadbasket.of the world Lovelock
and I agree heartily on the need to guard
biodiversity. 2

The areas with high blodiversity likely
hawve many funetions we can only guess
at, including perhaps serving as Gata's
sweal glands if the going gets (oo hot

Even in a besi-case scenario where
zlobal warming improves Gaia's eventual
ealth, there is cause for concern over
he abrupiness of the change.

Lovelock compares the warming to
rying Lo revive a freezing animal by
lupging it into warm water; the
chnique ks more likely to Induce shack
an Ingpire recovery. We may be seeing
i8 in regard to the coral reefs, as lsland
searchers Ernest H. Williams Jr. and
iy Bunkley Williams have documented
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& of corals, citing
necting it to a sudd

deadly “bleachin
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Within a century, global warming is
expetied to

M alter regional climate regimes,
sometimes creating droughts;

M inspire more and stronger storms,
especially along the coasts:

B raise sea levels with melting jce
caps and

M threaten even more species as they
scramble to change their geological
locations Lo follow their bislogical
demands,

Only a limited number of species could
win the competition for cooler northern
latitudes and mountain helghts.
Obviously, some af the northernmost

T i Rt .

-
g et
tredlures and greenery would bose out
altogether ax tropieal corditiops

eEveloped more of the Earth, laving loss

The compatition ameng species for a
saitable domain would be aggravated by
another problem: Climate shifts weuld
Likely wreak havor amang wildlife
roserives, as fluxing rainfall and
lemperalure regimes challenged the
protected species’ ability Lo survive, All
tod aflen, attempts at migration would
fail as animale and plants confeonted
human settlements, bodies of water and
stretehes of desert,

The coming clashes would eclipse last
week's rampage of 50 elephants through
India, where they trarmpled at least six
People Lo death before Being turned Away
from Calcutta and back toward Lheir
sancluary 125 miles away. In this case, it

and for natural history.

detarming how serous of a problem this s,

abng with cther ladral agencies.

Latitud lo move around i necessary, tﬁuduug‘lmumh%ﬂmmu highhways
! need 1o offr cover but not necessarly a kot o

Support non-proft groups thal work bowand prodecting speciss, such 25 Workd Widite Furd,
the Natura Consarvancy, the Siea Club, the Puerto Rican Consarvation Truss, the Puerts
MMMNWWMWMMMWMML

Demand that the P&rﬁmnrﬂaaﬁamdaumwalmmlﬂuw!hmmhm#
riuclear submarimes, This indormtion could heip chart the pace of ice cap metting so we could

mm&mu.iEmmm.mh:mem
Congress. The act has proven ko be one of the lew tacics with 1eeth when it comes 1o .
protecting species and the ecosysiems in which they live. - : |.
Encaurage the federal government by Include the Fol ‘Servica in the newly-created National f
Ewlogical Survey, The govemmant is to'be comma )

mw,ana:rﬁﬁm.ts&ﬂnrthfI.Tﬁdtnlmw@ypdaﬂitﬁarﬁnm]sp&daammumﬂdﬁma
and compulevize the dala for easy acoess. But it should include the Forest Senvics In the efan

for provicing $170 milion 1o fund the

B e i

wiis bush ffres that seared themn gt of
Their litdle eormer of the warld,

Winab U there's o voom Loy for
clephants in the next century? Can we
Lake the risk of driving them to
extinction when we're unsure of thelr role
in Lhe overall system?

The same question could he procied for
virtually any specics Soa lurtles,
walruses and some whales, for instanes,
sometimes forage along the ocean Moo,
Their habit of disturbing sedimests,
thereby flinging =ettled ruiricnts back
it the focd chain, could be the key ta
impraving conditions for devp sea life,

Yetwe are dumping Loxies apd
radigactive materials inta the GoRan,
mueh af which eventually settles on the
botlom, Perbiaps this provides a clee 1o
the rash of tumors the Williams have
been finding on sea turtles, or the
disorientation of whales whop they
inadvertbntly provnd themselves.

W just dan kaow enolgh aboul these
animals — or any piher species, ine ludimg
OUF Owno - 0 assume that Gaia can
maintain & suitable climate without
them, )

Whether global warming turns out Lo
be good. bad or even nonexistent, we cap
be sure that our éncroachment an the
planet’s biodiversity threatens Gaia's
health.

Lovelack champion Michael Allaby
Surmns up the theeat we pose to oseselves
by our carelessness in the following
phrase (rom his 1990 bogk, “A Guide to
Gaia”

"o N particular group can expand
Bevond & cortain bevel beolge 5 paoing iy
reachod Gt which s own prolifecation
renders its environmenl hostile Lo it

s time to Taunch Operation Mothep
Earth Lo save the remaining malural
aystems, any ane of which could Pray:
elose W Gaia's heart. 1F we continge oy
aur destructive path, the planet ml g he
wirll sehedule o suggical remow;)| of
hiEmans,

Mitanie Lenart writes a urrekip
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