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Can we avoid a climate catastrophe? How hot will the Earth get? How high will the seas rise? Can we
afford to make the vast changes in our energy and land use to protect our climate? Can we afford not to?
Climate Peril wrestles with these momentous issues and shows why climate change is deeply worrisome
for civilization, humanity and the environment. In doing so, Climate Peril takes readers on a futuristic,
science-based tour of the overheated world we’re hurtling towards in 2100 A.D. and explains what we
could do to save the climate and protect ourselves.
The book offers readers an intimate look at the human consequences of recent extreme weather—heat
waves, floods, and fires—that afflicted every continent in 2013. Climate change, the author shows, is
already causing millions of illnesses, injuries, and deaths.
As Climate Peril thoughtfully explores the causes and risks of the world's current climate change, we the
readers gradually discern that its effects are likely to be longer-lasting, more immediate, and even worse
than we had imagined. They include the possibility of exterminating half the species on Earth, destroying
the Amazon rain forest, degrading the ocean, and plunging vast areas of the Earth into drought and
intolerable heat, as well as more frequent extreme-weather events.
Scientifically sound and meticulously researched, this book thus makes the meaning of climate change
accessible in a powerful way, even to nonscientists. Dr. Tim Flannery, Chief Councillor of the Australian
Climate Council and author of the bestseller The Weather Makers calls Climate Peril, “A brilliant book,
and one that might just change the world. By far the best overview of climate science and its implications
for our planet that I've ever read.”
Climate Peril has an introduction by award-winning scientists Dr. Paul and Anne Ehrlich, and a foreword
by Dr. Ben Santer, formerly of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. Climate Peril is the
second of author John J. Berger’s three-book climate series. (Volume 1, Climate Myths, focuses on the
political campaign waged against climate science. Volume 3, Climate Solutions (forthcoming), shows how
to create a climate-safe world by radically transforming global energy, transportation, and land-use
practices.)
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Early Praise for Climate Peril
“A brilliant book, and one that might just change the world. By far the best overview of climate science
and its implications for our planet that I've ever read.”
– Tim Flannery
Chief Councillor, Australian Climate Council
Author of The Weather Makers
“John Berger has produced a critically needed and eloquent compendium of not only the crisis of global
warming, but of the many interdependent shortages and crises—of financial risks, and of land, water,
cultural preservation and of economic opportunity for the poor—that all exist today and that conspire to
challenge us to be better stewards of the planet.”
– Daniel M. Kammen
Distinguished Professor of Energy
University of California, Berkeley
"I applaud Climate Peril for showing so clearly that climatic disruption is the consuming issue of our time
and our response in the next few years will determine the fate of this civilization. At some point not far
away, the corporate and political venality Climate Peril characterizes so clearly becomes criminal neglect
of duty as costs of the disruption soar and effects become irreversible."
– George M. Woodwell
Founder, Director Emeritus, and Senior Scientist
Woods Hole Research Center
“Climate Peril should be required reading for the remaining climate skeptics – if, indeed, there remain
any whose views are not shaped purely by the sources of their paychecks. In the second volume of his
trilogy, John Berger continues to probe the climate issue with unusual insight and clarity.”
– Denis Hayes
President, The Bullitt Foundation
Director, Solar Energy Research Institute (1979-1981)
Coordinator, Earth Day 1970
“Climate Peril is an excellent primer on the causes and effects of climate change, which, as John Berger
notes, imperils our very existence and that of all natural systems on which we depend.”
– Lester R. Brown
President, Earth Policy Institute
Author of Full Planet, Empty Plates
“Climate Peril is precisely what is needed: a clear-eyed, accessible account of climate change and its
implications for the future of life on Earth and for that matter, of civilization itself. This should be
required reading for all who care about future generations.”
– Thomas E. Lovejoy
University Professor of Environmental Science and Policy
George Mason University
Senior Fellow, The United Nations Foundation

“Climate Peril provides a comprehensive and accurate, yet very readable account of the climate change
threat. If you are aware of the problem, but not yet convinced that it presents a near and present danger,
read this call to arms. You'll understand why it is that our ongoing burning of fossil fuels, left unchecked,
we imperil our health, access to food and fresh water, national security, and the stability of our
environment. And you'll see why there is still time to act to avert a global catastrophe.”
– Michael Mann
Distinguished Professor of Meteorology, Penn State University
Director of the Penn State Earth System Science Center
Author of The Hockey Stick and the Climate Wars
“Climate Peril is a lucid primer on what may be the greatest challenge human beings have ever faced. If
we make no further moves against climate change than the timid steps taken so far, the world is due for
something potentially as catastrophic as a slow-motion nuclear war. Even if we do do everything we
possibly can, we're still in for big trouble. John J. Berger has done a great service by describing what
confronts us in a thorough, careful way that a lay person can understand.”
– Adam Hochschild
Author and Journalist
Cofounder, Mother Jones
"Climate Peril is a compelling, accessible, and accurate summary of the climate crisis. Highly
recommended!"
– Jonathan G. Koomey
Research Fellow, Steyer-Taylor Center for Energy Policy and Finance
Stanford University
Author of Cold Cash, Cool Climate: Science-based Advice for Ecological Entrepreneurs
“Seven billion of us—growing by 200,000 net per day, and increasing their demands for consumption at
an even faster rate – are driving the climate upward rapidly and unpredictably. This book, and the work
of which it is a part, clearly illuminate the dilemma that we face together, its severe effects on biodiversity
and the functioning of our planet. Climate Peril thus lays the foundation for understanding the actions we
must take to begin building a sustainable world for the future. Highly recommended!”
– Peter H. Raven
President Emeritus, Missouri Botanical Garden
“Never has a book been so vitally important. Politicians are looking the other way while global warming
is staring them in the face. We the people urgently need to become fully informed, rise up as one to
challenge, educate and pressure our elected representatives so they will exert ultimate responsibility for
the future of our children, grandchildren, and 30 million species that co-habit the planet. Read Climate
Peril, then act.”
– Helen Caldicott, M.D.
President, The Helen Caldicott Foundation
Physicians for Social Responsibility (former president)
“Read Climate Peril and you will become well informed about what probably is the greatest threat ever
faced by civilization.”
– Paul R. Ehrlich and Anne H. Ehrlich
President (Paul) and Associate Director (Anne)
Center for Conservation Biology, Stanford University
from the Introduction to Climate Peril
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SYNOPSIS

Climate Peril: The Intelligent Reader’s Guide to
Understanding the Climate Crisis
By John J. Berger, Ph.D.
The world is experiencing accelerating global climate change. The planet is at increasing risk of
triggering strong amplifying positive feedback processes inherent in the climate system. Once initiated,
no conceivable human action can arrest these processes, no matter how devastating the consequences
become, and no matter how earnestly we may wish to do so, or how desperately we may try. Time is
running out to protect the equable though altered climate we still have and to avoid further climate
disruption.
The central questions of our time are how long it will take before humanity is able to revolutionize its
energy production systems to slow the pace of climate change, and whether we can we do so before we
have irrevocably consigned the Earth to radical climate change. Such change could commit half the
species on the Earth to extinction, destroy major ecosystems like the Amazon rain forest, degrade the
oceans, and subject vast areas of the Earth to drought and intolerable heat, not to mention more
frequent extreme weather events.
Climate Peril documents the causes and consequences of rapid climate change in a short, authoritative
presentation that ordinary readers can understand. It examines how and why the climate normally
functions, and it warns of the perilous economic, national security, environmental, public health, and
oceanic consequences of destabilizing the climate.
Climate Peril also identifies the main obstacles to climate protection and describes strategies for
overcoming them. The book is the second of a three-book series. Volume 1, Climate Myths, focused on
the political campaign waged against climate science. Volume 3, Climate Solutions, shows how to
create a climate-safe world by radically transforming global energy, transportation, and land use
practices.
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Preface to Climate Peril
During some 40 years of professional work I have been deeply concerned about the effects of human
activities on the environment. My focus was originally on the environmental impacts of energy
technologies. After studying the energy options globally available, I was convinced by the mid-1970s
that the most economically and environmentally sound way forward required the vigorous adoption of
renewable energy and efficiency technologies. In the decades and books that followed, I strongly
advocated for those technologies and for more intensive use of environmental restoration technologies
to repair damaged natural resource systems.
Through all these concerns, I came to the study of climate change in the 1980s and now view it as the
paramount issue of our time. It affects all humanity as well as the entire Earth, together with all its
ecosystems.
Climate Peril: The Intelligent Reader’s Guide to Understanding the Climate Crisis was written not
only to explain the causes of climate change and the natural science needed to understand its effects,
but most importantly, to convey the catastrophic impacts on plants, animals, human health, and
economic welfare to which a continuation of rapid climate change is currently leading.
To bring this enormous story to life, Climate Peril ranges from the Himalayan glaciers to the ocean
depths; from the melting Greenland Ice Cap and thawing permafrost to the tropical rainforests of the
Amazon; from the African Sahara to the melting methane ice crystals beneath the polar seas; and from
America’s mountain snowpacks to its seashores and coastal cities. I hope the book conveys a clear
understanding of how and why climate change occurs; its human origins; its extraordinary speed; and
most of all, that catastrophic events have already begun.
To set the stage for this epic story, Climate Peril explains key scientific ideas and concepts, such as the
role that carbon dioxide and other long-lived, heat-trapping gases play in the climate system, as well as
positive feedback processes and tipping point risks. But even if you are a newcomer to climate change
issues, you will not need any prior knowledge to read the book. You can do so quickly for general
understanding or more intensively for in-depth knowledge.
My goal in Climate Peril is to show why climate change is the most critical threat to the planet today,
and why we need to muster an emergency response. Climate Peril is the second in a series of three
books. The first was Climate Myths: The Campaign Against Climate Science (Northbrae Books, 2013).
The discussion in Climate Peril of the processes that cause climate change and its physical, biological,
and economic impacts is, I believe, vital for understanding the need for the solutions proposed in the
third book of this series, Climate Solutions: Turning Climate Crisis Into Jobs, Prosperity, and a
Sustainable Future (forthcoming). That final volume provides an overview of the technologies
available for mitigating climate change and the strategies plus tactics required to ensure that essential

climate policies are implemented, despite even the most formidable obstacles.1 Before proceeding
further, a note about temperature: All temperatures in the US edition of Climate Peril are in Fahrenheit;
information for converting temperature to Celsius is provided on page xx.
The Perils We Face
Tragically, it is now apparent that human activity has already triggered massive and rapid global
climate change. The reason is clear: we have raised the concentration of heat-trapping gases in the
atmosphere to levels not seen on the planet for millions of years. Chapter 3 explains how these gases
serve as a planetary thermostat that influences its temperature and how long they will persist in the
atmosphere.
If we continue business as usual and go on increasing those emissions, the Earth’s average temperature
is likely to rise by 7 to 11°F or more by 2100, with far greater heating on land than at sea, in the
continental interiors, and in the Arctic.2 Moreover, this transitory 2100 temperature response will
ultimately be greatly exceeded over carbon dioxide's millennial atmospheric lifetime as Earth's
temperature rises to a final equilibrium dictated by the enduring atmospheric presence of this, and
other, long-lived greenhouse gases.
World-renowned climate scientist James Hansen, lately of NASA’s Goddard Institute for Space
Studies, warns that, “even 2°C [3.6°F] warming is a disaster scenario, as warm as the Pliocene a few
million years ago, when sea level was 50 feet higher. It would lead to a different planet, not
immediately, but with ongoing change out of humanity’s control.”
An 11°F rise would be three times hotter than the 3.6°F of additional heating that Dr. Hansen warns
would already be a “disaster scenario.” Some experts, however, have projected that if we continue with
our current carbon emissions policies, we are on track to reach 11°F not by 2100 but far sooner.
While we don’t know exactly how much more global heating gases the atmosphere can hold before the
world’s average temperature rises beyond 3.6°F, we are apparently very close, if not already past, the
point at which it might already be too late to avoid a 3.6°F increase by 2100 or earlier.
The effects of overheating the planet would not be limited to extreme weather, droughts and
widespread water shortages, along with inevitable famine. As explained in chapter 11, it would also
upset the chemistry of the oceans with disastrous consequences for marine life and all who depend on it
for food and livelihood. Meanwhile, people living by the ocean would face rapidly rising sea levels and
flooding, leading to the abandonment of much of what we today consider our coastline.
Professor Corinne Le Quéré, lead scientist of the British Antarctic Sur- vey, headed a recent study
published in Nature Geoscience that chronicled the world’s rapidly rising emissions. She warned that
the billions of tons of carbon dioxide we are now discharging to the air each year may be gradually
reducing the ocean’s critically important ability to absorb excess carbon dioxide.

1

The forerunner of the current three-book series is an earlier climate book of mine, Beating the Heat: Why and
How We Must Combat Global Warming (Berkeley Hills Books, 2000). Where relevant, portions of Beating the
Heat have been integrated into the current volumes, which greatly expand, extend, and update the earlier
material.
2
Some sophisticated climate models project that 4°C could be reached as early as 2060 if emissions continue
their rapid increase.

The ocean currently takes up about half of the carbon dioxide that human activity has discharged to the
atmosphere. Therefore, if the ocean’s ability to moderate the effects of additional carbon dioxide
emissions is impaired, the climate will heat up even more quickly than projected.
With global temperature rising steeply, mass extinctions of both land and water species are inevitable.
In fact, extinction rates are already at exception- ally high levels. As described in chapter 10, wonders
of nature—some as yet unknown, many still little-studied and poorly understood—are vanishing from
the planet forever. Entire regional ecosystems will be destroyed, along with the life-support functions
they provide us.
As chapter 8 relates, in the hotter world that is developing, tropical diseases will spread northward from
the tropics. Weeds and other invasive pest species will become more prevalent. Insufferable heat waves
that prove fatal to the young, the old, the weak, and the infirm will become far more common.
These effects, compounded together, will eventually but inexorably translate into thirst, hunger,
starvation, disease, displacement, despair, and death for hundreds of millions of people. An
intensification of global resource conflicts and heightened risk of major wars is also expected as
swelling populations with increased resource demands encounter a shrinking, climate-devastated
resource base. This has already been observed in places as diverse as Nigeria and Syria. Survivors will
lament that timely measures were not taken to head off the consequences of climate change that for
decades loomed large but virtually neglected on our horizon.
It still may be possible to avoid the worst impacts of climate change by rapidly scaling back carbon
dioxide and other emissions. We need to reach for that possibility with all our might and deliberate
speed by reducing carbon dioxide and other heat-trapping gas emissions as quickly as possible.
Fortunately, the peoples of the Earth do collectively have the knowledge, skill, wealth, and natural
resources needed to shift the planet from carbon-based fuels to carbon-free (and carbon-neutral)
renewable energy. Moreover, the climate-safe technologies the world needs are genuinely avail- able,
and the clean, safe energy flows they utilize—from the sun, wind, water, and Earth—are timeless and
abundant.
Thus, from a technological standpoint, all the ingredients needed to protect the climate are at hand. But
the educational, political, and economic obstacles are daunting and unprecedented. Underscoring that,
the United States and other nations have so far lacked the will and political leadership to really launch
this process.
Let’s get started now to deepen our understanding of climate change’s causes and effects. Armed with
this knowledge, those who choose to do so will be in a better position to work for climate protection.
As noted earlier, detailed recommendations and analysis about what should be done about cli- mate
change can be found in the final volume of this series, Climate Solutions: Turning Global Crisis Into
Jobs, Prosperity, and a Sustainable Future.

