
For the sake of keep ing things man age able, let’s con fine the dis cus sion to a sin gle con ti nent and a
sin gle week: North Amer ica over the last seven days. In Hous ton they got down to the hard and un ro- 
man tic work of re cov ery from what economists an nounced was prob a bly the most ex pen sive storm in
US his tory, and which weather an a lysts con firmed was cer tainly the greatest rain fall event ever mea- 
sured in the coun try – across much of its spread it was a once-in25,000-years storm, mean ing 12 times
past the birth of Christ; in iso lated spots it was a once-in-500,000-years storm, which means back
when we lived in trees. Mean while, San Francisco not only beat its all-time high tem per a ture record, it
crushed it by 3C, which should be pretty much sta tis ti cally im pos si ble in a place with 150 years (that’s
55,000 days) of record-keep ing.

Hur ri canes, floods, flash fires and droughts all say one thing: we need to con front the
pol luters now
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That same hot weather broke records up and down the west coast, ex cept in those places where a
pall of smoke from im mense for est fires kept the sun shaded – af ter a for est fire some how man aged to
jump the mighty Columbia river from Ore gon into Wash ing ton, res i dents of the Pa cific North west re- 
ported that the ash was fall ing so thickly from the skies that it re minded them of the day Mount St He- 
lens erupted in 1980.

That same heat, just a lit tle far ther in land, was caus ing a “flash drought” across the coun try’s wheat
belt of North Dakota and Montana – the evap o ra tion from record tem per a tures had shriv elled grain on
the stalk to the point where some farm ers weren’t both er ing to har vest at all. In the At lantic, of course,
Irma was bar relling across the is lands of the Caribbean (“It’s like some one with a lawnmower from the
sky has gone over the is land,” said one as tounded res i dent of St Maarten). The storm, the first cat e gory
five to hit Cuba in a hun dred years, is cur rently bat ter ing the west coast of Florida af ter set ting a record
for the low est baro met ric pres sure ever mea sured in the Keys, and could eas ily break the 10-day-old



record for eco nomic catas tro phe set by Har vey; it’s def i nitely changed the psy chol ogy of life in Florida
for decades to come.

Oh, and while Irma spun, Hur ri cane Jose fol lowed in its wake as a ma jor hur ri cane, while in the
Gulf of Mexico, Ka tia spun up into a fright en ing storm of her own, be fore crash ing into the Mex i can
main land al most di rectly across the penin sula from the spot where the strong est earth quake in 100
years had taken dozens of lives.

Leav ing aside the earth quake, ev ery one of these events jibes with what sci en tists and en vi ron men- 
tal ists have spent 30 fruit less years telling us to ex pect from global warm ing. (There’s ac tu ally fairly
con vinc ing ev i dence that cli mate change is trig ger ing more seis mic ac tiv ity, but there’s no need to egg
the pud ding.)

That one long screed of news from one con ti nent in one week (which could be writ ten about many
other con ti nents and many other weeks – just check out the re cent flood ing in south Asia for in stance)
is a pre cise, pix e lated por trait of a heat ing world. Be cause we have burned so much oil and gas and coal,
we have put huge clouds of CO2 and meth ane in the air; be cause the struc ture of those mol e cules traps
heat the planet has warmed; be cause the planet has warmed we can get heav ier rain falls, stronger
winds, drier forests and fields. It’s not mys te ri ous, not in any way. It’s not a run of bad luck. It’s not
Don ald Trump (though he’s ob vi ously not help ing). It’s not hell fire sent to pun ish us. It’s physics.

Maybe it was too much to ex pect that sci en tists’ warn ings would re ally move peo ple. (I mean, I
wrote The End of Na ture, the first book about all this 28 years ago this week, when I was 28 – and
when my the ory was still: “Peo ple will read my book, and then they will change.”) Maybe it’s like all the
health warn ings that you should eat fewer chips and drink less soda, which, to judge by belt-size, not
many of us pay much mind. Until, maybe, you go to the doc tor and he says: “Whoa, you’re in trou ble.”
Not “keep eat ing junk and some day you’ll be in trou ble”, but: “You’re in trou ble right now, to day. As in,
it looks to me like you’ve already had a small stroke or two.” Hur ri canes Har vey and Irma are the equiv- 
a lent of one of those tran sient is chaemic at tacks – yeah, your face is droop ing oddly on the left, but you
can con tinue. Maybe. If you start tak ing your pills, eat ing right, ex er cis ing, get ting your act to gether.

That’s the stage we’re at now – not the warn ing on the side of the pack, but the hack ing cough that
brings up blood. But what hap pens if you keep smok ing? You get worse, till past a cer tain point you’re
not con tin u ing. We’ve in creased the tem per a ture of the Earth a lit tle more than 1C so far, which has
been enough ex tra heat to ac count for the hor rors we’re cur rently wit ness ing. And with the mo men tum
built into the sys tem, we’re go ing to go some where near 2C, no mat ter what we do. That will be con sid- 
er ably worse than where we are now, but maybe it will be ex pen sively en durable.

The prob lem is, our cur rent busi ness-as-usual tra jec tory takes us to a world that’s about 3.5C
warmer. That is to say, even if we kept the promises we made at Paris (which Trump has already, of
course, re pu di ated) we’re go ing to build a planet so hot that we can’t have civil i sa tions. We have to seize
the mo ment we’re in right now – the mo ment when we’re scared and vul ner a ble – and use it to dra mat- 
i cally re ori ent our selves. The last three years have each bro ken the record for the hottest year ever mea- 
sured – they’re a red flash ing sign that says: “Snap out of it.” Not bend the tra jec tory some what, as the
Paris ac cords en vi sioned, but si mul ta ne ously jam on the fos sil fuel brakes and stand on the so lar ac cel- 
er a tor (and also find some metaphors that don’t rely on in ter nal com bus tion).

We could do it. It’s not tech no log i cally im pos si ble – study af ter study has shown we can get to 100%
renewables at a man age able cost, more man age able all the time, since the price of so lar pan els and
wind mills keeps plum met ing. Elon Musk is show ing you can churn out elec tric cars with ever-lower
sticker shock. In re mote corners of Africa and Asia, peas ants have be gun leapfrog ging past fos sil fuel



and go ing straight to the sun. The Danes just sold their last oil com pany and used the cash to build
more wind mills. There are just enough examples to make de spair seem like the cow ardly dodge it is.
But ev ery one ev ery where would have to move with sim i lar speed, be cause this is in fact a race against
time. Global warm ing is the first cri sis that comes with a limit – solve it soon or don’t solve it. Win ning
slowly is just a dif fer ent way of los ing.

Win ning fast enough to mat ter would mean, above all, stand ing up to the fos sil fuel in dus try, so far
the most pow er ful force on Earth. It would mean post pon ing other hu man en ter prises and di vert ing
other spend ing. That is, it would mean go ing on a war-like foot ing: not shoot ing at en e mies, but fo cus- 
ing in the way that peo ples and na tions usu ally only fo cus when some one’s shoot ing at them. And
some thing is. What do you think it means when your forests are on fire, your streets are un der wa ter,
and your build ings are col laps ing?


