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 I.  Summary 

 

 Pope Francis has articulated a moral imperative to address climate change in his recent 

Encyclical, Laudato Si, simply stating that it represents one of the principal challenges facing humanity 

in our day.  The Pope's involvement supports the ongoing efforts of the world's scientific community, 

who are increasingly recognizing that presenting data about the earth's changing climate has until now 

been inadequate to drive public opinion and national governments to take concerted action.  Political 

realities on the ground have thus far been insuperable:  presenting physical evidence has failed to 

overcome the resistance to fundamental changes in the use of fossil fuels, which scientists believe are 

closely linked to the unsustainable increase in greenhouse gases (GHG) in the atmosphere.  Adding 

Pope Francis' moral imperative holds promise to change the arguments, and perhaps even the outcome 

of the upcoming meeting of the world's governments in Paris this December.   But will it be enough? 

 

 

 II.  The Scientific Consensus 

 

 The 5th and most recent Assessment Report (September 2014) of the UN International Panel on   

Climate Change issued a summary of the physical changes in the earth's climate.  They are significant.  

Notwithstanding some skeptics, an estimated 97% of scientists agree that the earth's climate is 

changing, and that human activity has caused it.  With the backdrop of the earth's population projected 

to grow to 9 billion people in 2050 from the current 6 billion, these findings are a worrisome portent of 

challenges future generations will confront.     

 

 The following is a short summary of these observed changes: 

 

• Warming of the climate system is unequivocal, and since the 1950's, many of the observed 

changes are unprecedented over decades to millennia.  Each of the last three decades has been 

successively warmer at the earth's surface than any preceding decade since 1850.  The twenty-first 

century included the ten warmest years in recorded history, and 2014 was the warmest year ever 

recorded; 

   

• Carbon dioxide concentrations, currently at about 400 parts per million (ppm), have increased 

to levels not seen in at least the last 800,000 years.  GHG are part of a slim blanket of the earth's 

atmosphere which has historically provided a stable temperature for the planet.  Today, the buildup of 

GHG, of which carbon dioxide is the most prominent and lasts up to 1000 years, is  shifting the 

composition of this protective blanket.  This causes the so-called greenhouse effect, in which heat from 

the sun is increasingly absorbed by GHG in lieu of escaping into space, and is producing the warming 

that is predicted to make a major change in the earth's climate;  

 

• Ocean warming dominates the increase in energy stored in the climate system.  The oceans have 

become 30% more acidic, as the oceans have absorbed some of the significantly increased carbon 

dioxide in the atmosphere; 



• The Greenland and Antarctic ice sheets have been losing mass, glaciers have continued to 

shrink almost worldwide, and Arctic sea ice and northern hemisphere spring cover have continued to 

decrease;   

 

• The rate of sea level rise since the mid-19th century has been larger than the mean rate during 

the previous two millennia.  The rise in the level of the oceans is predicted to continue.  

 

 

 III.  Potential and Predicted Consequences 
 

 If the 5th Assessment Reports' scientific evidence represents a reasonably accurate analysis of 

what it happening to the climate of the earth, modern civilization will face an enormous challenge to 

change how its economy operates, how it will adapt to these projected changes, and what it can do to 

mitigate the effects.   The predicted possible impacts have been well documented and set forth in 

numerous reports and articles.  The most discussed of these impacts are listed below.  

 

•  Warming of the atmosphere has been linked to extreme weather events, including 

unprecedented wind storms and massive flooding from destructive rains; increased forest fires; 

droughts leading to significant loss of agricultural production; and for some regions threatened water 

supplies caused by the loss of snow cover and aquifers.  In northern climes, a warmer temperature 

could lead to permafrost melting which would release carbon, and the dangerous greenhouse gas 

methane now trapped in the ice.  

 

• Sea level rise could create world coastal flooding.  Rising sea levels will also cause devastating 

financial loss from threatened salinization of water supplies, replacing damaged  or existing 

infrastructure along the sea coasts, and even jeopardizing the very existence of island states. 

 

• The quality of the oceans is deteriorating as evidenced  by a 30% increase in ocean acidity 

which has led to loss of coral reefs and threatened fish stocks, by dead zones where ocean life 

disappears, and by oil spills with their deadly effect on ocean life.   

 

• The melting of the ice sheets in Greenland and Antarctica and glaciers around the world has 

increased, and threatens to boost sea level rise.  This melting also could alter the world's weather 

patterns.. 

 

 

 IV.  The Moral Imperative 
  

 A.  Laudato Si, the Encyclical Letter of the Holy Father Francis On Care For Our Common 

   Home, issued May 24, 2015. 

 

 Laudato Si is a remarkable document.  Pope Francis explicitly states “The urgent challenge to 

protect our common home includes a concern to bring the whole human family together to seek a 

sustainable and integral development..... I urgently appeal, then, for a new dialogue about how we are 

shaping our planet.  We need a conversation which includes everyone, since the environmental 

challenge we are undergoing, and its human roots, concern and affect us all...”.  He further adds “It is 

my hope that this Encyclical Letter, which is now added to the body of the Church's social teaching, 

can help us to acknowledge the appeal, immensity, and  urgency of the challenge we face...”    



 

 The Encyclical is long, containing 6 chapters.  The Encyclical text explicitly accepts the 

findings of the scientists that the current path is unsustainable, while advocating the complementary 

positions of science and the teachings of the Church.  It is a moral call to respect all people, especially 

the poor and the vulnerable, a call to dialogue, to ethical conversion, and to take concerted action to 

protect the earth, as Pope Francis writes, “our home”.  Pope Francis will presumably voice his concerns 

during his September visit to the UN, and talks with President Obama and Congress. 

 

  The Encyclical's description of the challenge facing the earth and its call to action might best be 

illustrated by the following charged text: “Each year, hundreds of millions of tons of waste are 

generated, much of it non-biodegradable, highly toxic and radioactive, from homes and businesses, and 

demolition sites, from clinical, electronic and industrial sources.  The earth, our home, is beginning to 

look more and more like an immense pile of filth”.   

 

B.  Climate Change Impact on Poorer countries and Island States 

 

 Poorer developing countries have contributed very little GHG emissions to the atmosphere, and 

will not have much impact on future emissions.  But these countries, primarily dependent on the 

weather in their agricultural economies, are projected to suffer severe adverse impacts from climate 

change, including droughts, changes in rainfall patterns, storms and flooding.  These countries have 

minimal resources and inadequate institutional capacity to address the impact of climate change on 

their economies.  Island States are in a similar position as they confront rising sea levels that threaten 

their very existence.    

 

 C.  Future Generations 

 

 What environment will the current generation leave to future generations, children and 

grandchildren who may confront a significantly different and less supportive climate?  Decisions made 

today and in the next decade are likely to shape that world.   

 

 

 V.  Challenges at the Paris Meeting  
 

 Governments agreed at the UN December 2014 meeting in Lima that each country would 

prepare its own plan to address climate change, including its level of GHG emissions, termed Intended 

Nationally Determined Contributions (INDCs).  This is the so-called bottom up approach in lieu of 

negotiating an international treaty subject to approval by individual governments.  The proposed 

actions would be assembled worldwide from the INDCs prior to the Paris meeting in December to 

estimate progress toward limiting world GHG emissions in the future.   The actions, if inadequate, 

would presumably raise moral pressure on countries to take additional steps, and thus curtail the level 

of predicted climate change, and its negative impact.  Yet, there is no common framework for 

preparation of the INDCs.  Furthermore, no compliance measures have been enacted thus far, and any 

treaty to this end appears off the table.      

 

 Advocates were energized prior to the Lima meeting by the agreement between the US and 

China, the two leading GHG emitters currently estimated at 38% of the world total, to aggressively 

limit emissions.  President Obama has committed the US to a target cut of 26-28% by 2025, and China 

has said its CO 2 emissions will peak by 2030.  Neither the U.S. or China has yet signed any binding 

agreement to meet these commitments, nor have any other of the world's governments. 



 

 

 

 The US (the largest cumulative emitter of GHG) and other OECD countries have burned fossil 

fuels to support their economic development.  Emerging economies are being urged to constrain this 

option to fuel their development, because world GHG emissions are at danger levels.  Yet, economic 

growth in China and India has been lifting people out of poverty, and these countries contain millions 

of people still living in poverty.  The  challenge is how these and other developing countries can grow 

their economies, and increase standards of living while at the same time curbing emissions.  The US 

and other OECD delegations in Paris should be prepared to address this challenge in the negotiations.  

They should also expect to face the challenge of negotiating the moral issue posed by the poorer 

developing countries and island states which will suffer directly the most deleterious impacts from their 

changing climate. 
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