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Is climate change real? Has the planet been warming? Are human activities contributing to the harm? Can we
predict with certainty the worst consequences, and how quickly they will occur?

The answers to these questions, based on several decades of peer-reviewed research, are "yes" on the first three,
and "no" on the fourth.

There's broad scientific agreement on the planet's thermostat: Average temperatures increased significantly in
the final decades of the last century. There's also broad agreement – not universal – that a buildup of greenhouse
gases, largely from the burning of fossil fuels, has contributed to this rise.

But the debate isn't over. Climate scientists are not soothsayers. They cannot predict the future any better than,
say, economists. Thus, there is intense scientific debate about how quickly glaciers and land-based ice sheets
will melt and sea levels will rise, and how quickly other fearsome impacts – catastrophic floods, droughts and
extinctions – could occur.

For members of the public, the trick is to understand the real points of debate. That means separating consensus
from misrepresentations put forth by groups on the fringe. These include "climatistas" – environmental activists
who hype the worst possible outcomes. But more often they are the "contras" – deniers of climate change who
recklessly want to cling to the status quo.

In Copenhagen, Denmark, today, leaders from around the world will meet to discuss next steps on addressing
this planetary threat. With countries such as China and India showing a willingness to reduce emissions, it could
set the stage for a truly international effort to pursue cleaner energy policies.

Sadly, much of the world's media may remain focused on the release of thousands of embarrassing e-mails
hacked (stolen) from a climate research institute in England. These e-mails reveal the shocking fact that, within
academia, individual researchers can act badly and harbor biases that exclude others.

But this small subset of e-mails doesn't change the fundamental findings of atmospheric science, as the contras
would claim. Nor are they representative of an entire profession. Imagine if someone hacked thousands of your
private e-mails – or those of a colleague – and then broadcast them worldwide as part of an organized smear
campaign.

Given the stakes involved, environmental and economic, there's a real need to watchdog the science of climate
change. The public and advocacy groups must be part of this truth police. But the ultimate job of verifying
science rests on the shoulders of scientists – those who subject themselves to publication and brutal peer review.

Here in California, the stakes couldn't be larger. Our state is on the front lines of storms from the Pacific, whose
frequency and force can leave us parched or flooded. Sea level rise could submerge cities, including parts of
Los Angeles, San Francisco and the Silicon Valley that are drivers of this state's economy.

Science shouldn't be worshipped for its own sake. Nor should it be ignored because its findings are
inconvenient. Like the rest of the world, California must adapt to global climate change. That adaptation must
include a constant examination of ongoing research, an open mind and a recognition of the consequences of
making the wrong choices.


