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agree to our use of cookies. Learn moreFor ages, scientists have been trying to fit the global-
warming culprits (soot, carbon dioxide, and methane) into a simple cause-and-effect equation: Soot
and carbon dioxide, they say, produce climate change, which alters the weather. As evidence
mounted over the years — from Arctic ice to Himalayan glaciers to, lately, storm surges and
hurricane frequency — environmental scientists took more likely suspects out of the litter box and
threw them into a scent test: Methane from cows and flaring at oil fields, for example, from fossil
fuels and sewer pipes, or smog from coal-fired power plants, vehicle exhaust, and farmland. The
latest culprit to emerge from a group of minor suspects is a climate gateway: By warming the air,
ice-sheet loss in Greenland, the Arctic, and Antarctica, leading scientists say, can change the
meridional (east-west) temperature differential, which then, they say, can stoke hurricanes and
other severe weather. “I’ve been studying climate change for 30 years,” says Michael Mann, director
of Penn State’s Earth System Science Center and lead author of the new study in the journal Nature
Geoscience, “and it wasn’t until the last five years that any of the so-called top three [broadest
categories of greenhouse gases], namely the ones that are actually controlled in most of the world,
the ones that produce the most emissions, were even considered a leading candidate to have a major
effect on the climate.” Yet the evidence — ranging from the speed of Arctic ice loss to the discovery
of a carbon sink at the Greenland Ice Sheet — supports the authors’ contention, Mann says, making
the idea “even more interesting and encouraging.” “It really provides an incentive for countries to be
even more aggressive, and I think there’s an important piece of that,”
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