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This article is the second in a 2-part series on global warming. Part I discussed the causes and the environmental and health consequences of global warming.[1] Part II will describe how corporations have employed unsound science and legislative influence to attempt to refute the existence of, and to impede progress toward curtailing, global warming; how the media have obfuscated the issue of global warming; and the roles of individuals, governments, and health professionals in confronting this major environmental crisis.

Corporations, the Media, and Unsound Science

Through lobbying, campaign contributions, control of a media that limits public debate on topics of environmental importance, and, in some cases, human rights abuses, corporations, in pursuit of greater profits, have fought to weaken environmental legislation designed to protect the public's health, such as industrial emissions and fuel economy standards.[2] The early 20th century has seen a tremendous increase in the influence of corporations on national policy, with a revolving door between industry, lobbying groups, and governmental agencies responsible for safeguarding the environment and protecting public health.[2] Preeminent scientists have protested the current administration's misuse of science, including classification of data and rewriting of important policy statements to minimize health concerns.[3]
Many corporations whose activities contribute to global warming, and which stand to gain financially from perpetuation of the status quo, hide behind "greenwash," public relations and advertising campaigns designed to present themselves as eco-friendly.[4] They grant large amounts of money to the few scientists who dispute global warming. These researchers, at the behest of corporate benefactors, often communicate through front groups, such as the Foundation for Clean Air Progress. Companies also lobby legislators through the creation of artificial "grass roots coalitions," which may only contain a few members, a phenomenon known as "astroturfing."[2]
In 2005, the American Association of Petroleum Geologists gave its journalism award to author Michael Crichton, a physician whose recent book State of Fear questions the existence of human-caused global warming.[5] Crichton also received the 2005 Sound Science Medal from the American Council on Science and Health (ACSH). ACSH, which grants this inappropriately named award, is one of the most visible, well-funded purveyors of pseudoscience and misinformation regarding the health risks of environmental degradation and has a history of strong ties to corporate polluters. The physician in charge of publications is a convicted felon whose medical license was revoked. ACSH president Dr. Elizabeth Whelan praised Crichton for confronting "the threat of pseudoscience...in this case, the belief that careless human activity (the burning of fossil fuels) has made the world too dangerously warm, causing death-dealing weather changes and human misery."[6] The organization has depicted those who describe the serious health and environmental consequences of global warming and/or call for fossil fuel restrictions as "doomsayers" and "fearmongers."[7] This year, Senator James Inhofe (R-Oklahoma) called "the threat of catastrophic global warming...the greatest hoax ever perpetrated on the American people."[8] Such antiscience promulgations are an affront to respected climate scientists worldwide.

There is a dearth of environmental coverage in the media, in part a consequence of major news outlets being owned by corporations with extensive histories of environmental destruction.[2] For instance, General Electric (the nation's number one corporate polluter, responsible for more Superfund sites than any other company) owns NBC. [9]
When the mainstream media have covered global warming, until very recently, they have portrayed it as a scientific uncertainty. Of a sample of over 900 articles dealing with climate change and published in peer-reviewed, scientific journals between 1993 and 2003, none expressed doubt as to the existence or major cause of global warming.[10] However, an analysis of articles in the most influential American dailies (The New York Times, the Washington Post, the Los Angeles Times, and the Wall Street Journal) over a similar period found that 53% expressed doubt as to the cause of global warming, and many gave the impression that mainstream scientists still doubted the existence of global warming.[10] The manufacture of controversy, the repositioning of global warming as theory rather than fact by the public relations campaigns of a small but well-funded cadre of special interests in the fossil fuels industry, is reminiscent of the tobacco companies' campaign to create doubt about the role of cigarettes in causing disease.[11]
Sponsored Environmental Curricula. Many polluting companies capitalize on Americans' environmental ignorance, which is in part a byproduct of a public education system in disarray, particularly in poor and minority neighborhoods that suffer disproportionately due to underfunded school systems.[2] For example, a majority of Americans believe that electricity in the United States is produced in nonpolluting ways; only 25% are aware that the majority (70%) comes from oil, coal, and wood.[12]
To fill the void left by the absence of environmental education programs, corporations have distributed free, sponsored environmental educational materials to public schools. Such materials are produced and supported by a loose coalition of corporate polluters, lapdog "scientists," antiregulatory zealots, and misguided parents.[13] Examples include Exxon's "Energy Cube," which states, "gasoline is simply solar power hidden in decayed matter" and "offshore drilling creates reefs for fish." International Paper's materials proclaim, "clear cutting promotes the growth of trees that require full sunlight and allows efficient site preparation for the next crop."[2]
Confronting Global Warming

A multifaceted approach to the problems of environmental degradation includes shifting from a throw-away economy to a reuse/recycle economy, and reevaluating economic inputs and outputs by including the contributions of natural phenomena and processes to human health.[2]
To reduce their contribution to global warming, private citizens can properly insulate their homes, use energy-efficient lighting, take public transportation, stop receiving catalogues and junk mail (see the Direct Marketing Association's Consumer Assistance Web site at http://www.dmaconsumers.org/consumerassistance.html), and purchase locally produced goods, including foodstuffs, to minimize the pollution associated with the transportation of products from distant locations.

Governments and corporations can reduce global emissions by increasing energy efficiency standards, sharing technologies, encouraging the use of renewable energy sources, eliminating coal and oil subsidies, and protecting forests. Some have advocated emissions trading, in which polluting companies "purchase" pollution credits from less polluting companies, with the goal of decreasing overall industry-wide emissions. However, such trading offers less incentive to polluters to develop and adopt technological innovations to curb their individual contributions to global warming. Stronger clean air and water standards and the elimination of fossil fuel industry tax breaks and subsidies could save billions of dollars and thousands of lives each year. Tax breaks and subsidies for research and development of renewable energy should be increased, and the tax system restructured to decrease levies on work and savings and increase levies on destructive activities such as carbon emissions and toxic waste generation. Alternatives to electrical-, coal-, oil-, nuclear-, and natural gas-based power include solar energy, wind turbines, geothermal power, tidal/wave power, hydropower, and cogeneration (harnessing waste heat), all of which would decrease air pollution and the risk of accidental or deliberate catastrophes.[2]
Alternatives to automobiles include electric cars and electric trolley systems; natural gas and/or gasohol (which generates less carbon dioxide than regular gasoline); solar cars; and hydrogen-powered cars, whose byproduct is water. Electric cars were marginalized and electric trolley systems dismantled, as was much of the existing public transportation and network, by a triumvirate of oil, chemical, and tire companies in the early twentieth century. These actions led to convictions under the Sherman Anti-Trust Act.[2] Trains, which are 15 times more energy-efficient per passenger than automobiles, should be utilized more.

Unfortunately, federal funding for Amtrak, the national rail system, has declined dramatically. Some individuals elect car pooling and car sharing, while millions of Americans telecommute, working at home. Telecommuting leads to decreased absenteeism and need for office space, improved worker productivity, and decreased job turnover, and saves between $6000 and $12000 per worker per year.[14] Still others ride bicycles or walk to work.

Improvements in the status of women, including the strengthening of family planning programs and improved/equal access to educational opportunities and legal and political representation, would produce a more equitable world and likely decrease the demand for large families that in turn spurs overpopulation.[15,16] To help developing nations become self-sufficient, the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund will need to alter their policies to promote the production of local food crops, rather than crops destined for export to developed nations.[17] Debt forgiveness would also help to lift many nations out of poverty, with limited impact on the financial status of the world's richest nations.[2]
Global cooperation through international treaties is critical to decreasing global warming. The Montreal Protocol has been fairly successful in phasing out chlorofluorocarbon use.[2] This treaty, and the international "earth summits" in Rio De Janeiro and Kyoto represent the beginnings of global cooperation. The United States, however, has resisted international efforts to reverse global warming. On February 16, 2005, the Kyoto Protocol, an international treaty that legally binds developed nations to limit their output of fossil fuel emissions and other harmful gases in the upcoming century, took effect in the 141 countries that ratified it. The United States has refused to ratify the Kyoto Protocol, and it has not formulated a workable plan to achieve the goals of the Protocol. Even so, many US cities have taken the lead and passed legislation to meet Kyoto standards,[18] and Sweden has pledged to become the world's first oil-free economy by 2020.

While the economic costs of global warming could constitute up to 20% of world gross domestic product (GDP) each year, an investment of just 1% of annual world GDP by 2050 could reduce emissions significantly and head off the worst projected impacts of global warming.[19] Given the enormous economic and social consequences of global warming, it is essential that we act now to ameliorate and reverse climate change.

The Role of Health Professionals

As a result of their training, health professionals are in a unique position to recognize the causes and consequences of the global warming crisis. Because of their privileged positions in society, since they themselves are in part responsible for these problems, and because their raison d'être is to promote health and fight injustice, health professionals share a responsibility to oppose, individually and collectively, those forces that contribute to the spread of global warming (Donohoe MT, unpublished data, 2006).[2] We must constantly remind others, through words and deeds, of the Native American saying, "We have not inherited the Earth from our ancestors, but have borrowed it from our children."
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