Introduction to Climate Change
The Earth's climate has changed many times during the planet's history, with events ranging from ice ages to long periods of warmth. Historically, natural factors such as volcanic eruptions, changes in the Earth's orbit, and the amount of energy released from the Sun have affected the Earth's climate. Beginning late in the 18th century, human activities associated with the Industrial Revolution have also changed the composition of the atmosphere and therefore very likely are influencing the Earth's climate.

Careful measurements have confirmed that greenhouse gas emissions are increasing and that human activities are the primary cause. Human activities have caused the atmospheric concentrations of carbon dioxide and methane to be higher today than at any point during the last 650,000 years. Scientists agree it is very likely that most of the global average warming since the mid-20th century is due to human-induced increases in greenhouse gases, rather than to natural causes.

Climate Change or Global Warming?

The term climate change is often used interchangeably with the term global warming, but according to the National Academy of Sciences, "the phrase 'climate change' is growing in preferred use to 'global warming' because it helps convey that there are [other] changes in addition to rising temperatures."
Climate Change
 - Climate change refers to significant change in measures of climate (such as temperature, precipitation, or wind) lasting for an extended period (decades or longer). Climate change may result from:

· Natural factors, such as changes in the sun's intensity or slow changes in the Earth's orbit around the sun; 

· Natural processes within the climate system (e.g. changes in ocean circulation); 

· Human activities that change the atmosphere's composition (e.g. through burning fossil fuels) and the land surface (e.g. deforestation, reforestation, urbanization, desertification, etc.) 
Greenhouse Effect – Trapping and build-up of heat in the atmosphere (troposphere) near the Earth’s surface. Some of the heat flowing back toward space from the Earth's surface is absorbed by water vapor, carbon dioxide, ozone and several other gases in the atmosphere and then reradiated back toward the Earth’s surface. If the atmospheric concentrations of these greenhouse gases rise, the average temperature of the lower atmosphere will gradually increase.
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Greenhouse Gases - Any gas that absorbs infrared radiation in the atmosphere. Greenhouse gases include, but are not limited to, water vapor, carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide, chlorofluorocarbons, hydrochlorofluorocarbons, ozone, hydrofluorocarbons, perfluorocarbons, and sulfur hexafluoride.
Global Warming - Global warming is an average increase in the temperature of the atmosphere near the Earth's surface and in the troposphere, which can contribute to changes in global climate patterns. Global warming can occur from a variety of causes, both natural and human induced. In common usage, "global warming" often refers to the warming that can occur as a result of increased emissions of greenhouse gases from human activities.
Image taken from EPA’s Climate Change Kids Site, located at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/kids/greenhouse.html" ��http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/kids/greenhouse.html�  








� EPA’s Climate Change Basic Information, located at � HYPERLINK "http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/basicinfo.html" ��http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/basicinfo.html�


� EPA’s Climate Change Frequently Asked Questions, located at � HYPERLINK "http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/fq/science.html#10" ��http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/fq/science.html#10� 


� Definitions taken from EPA’s Glossary of Climate Change Terms, located at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/glossary.html" ��http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/glossary.html�








