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According to scientists, Earth’s surface has warmed by 
1.5 degrees in the past century. That does not sound like 
much until one considers that during the last ice age, 
Earth’s surface was only 7 degrees cooler than it is today. 
Small variations can make a huge difference, and those 
consequences are likely to be dire if the Earth’s surface tem-
perature increases by another 2 or 3 degrees. Currently, 
massive blocks of sea ice are melting each year at a rate that 
equals the size of Maryland and Delaware combined 
(“Global Warming and Climate Change” 2013). In the 
Northern Hemisphere, Greenland is home to many gla-
ciers, such as the huge Petermann Glacier. Warming 
recently caused the Petermann Glacier to calve (break off) 

an iceberg twice the size of Manhattan (“Iceberg Breaks Off” 
2012; “Petermann Glacier” 2015). One study by scientists 
using computer modeling found that the oceans are rising 
at a rate faster than at any time in the past 28 centuries 
(Gillis 2016).

In a warmer world, there is less snowfall, resulting in 
smaller mountain icecaps and, thus, a smaller spring runoff of 
crucial freshwater. In fact, one fifth of the world’s people,  
1.2 billion, live in areas with water scarcity. Another quarter of 
the world’s population, 1.6 billion people, face shortages from 
lack of infrastructure to provide water from sources  
(United Nations Water 2015). The sad truth is that every min-
ute a child dies of a water-related disease because 1 in 9 people 
lack access to safe water (Water.org 2015).

Whereas some of the environmental change may be 
rooted in natural causes, the preponderance of evidence 
suggests that human activity—and the way we live our 
lives—is the primary cause (Gore 2012; Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change 2013). So national policies and 
cultural attitudes within a country can have consequences 
at many levels of our social world. Human actions and  
decisions are of primary interest to sociologists.

Thinking Sociologically
What do you think happens when people do not have 
enough water in their current location to survive? 
What happens when they try to move into someone 
else’s territory to gain access to needed resources 
such as land and water?

This global issue requires nations to work together for 
change, yet some nations resist change because they feel 
climate control efforts will impede economic progress. 
The Kyoto Protocol on global warming requires commit-
ment by nations to curb carbon dioxide and other emis-
sions, but U.S. president Bush rejected it, saying it “does 
not make economic sense” (Lindsay 2006:310–311). As of 
February 2014, 192 countries and the European Union had 
approved the treaty. The exceptions are the United States, 
Afghanistan, the Vatican, Canada (which signed and then 
withdrew), and the newly formed country of South Sudan 
(United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change 2015).

The Kyoto Protocol, which took effect in 2005, has 
had some success: The countries that signed on to the 
protocol had reduced emissions by 22.6% in 2012, well 
above the commitment of 5% reduction. A new commit-
ment was signed by the signatory countries in 2012 
(United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change 2015). In 2015, 195 nations, including the 
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These before and after shots of the Petermann Glacier in Greenland 
show a massive loss of glacier in just one calving (breaking off of 
chunks of ice at the edge of a glacier). For many parts of the world, 
glaciers are a major source of fresh water, but they are melting 
because of global climate change.
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