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Human activity has also damaged the atmosphere, perhaps irreparably. Air 
pollution from industrial output and the burning of fossil fuels combined 
with the devastation of the rain forest, which naturally absorbs carbon emis-
sions, has resulted in a situation commonly referred to as the greenhouse 
effect. While the release of greenhouse gases—that is, gases that trap heat in 
the atmosphere35—occurs naturally, the amount of these gases in the atmo-
sphere has expanded significantly due to the burning of fossil fuels. As a 
result, the average temperature of the earth has increased. From 1990 to 2003, 
the average temperature increased 1.31 degrees Fahrenheit, and another 
increase of 1.41 degrees occurred between 2004 and 2008.36 The effects are 
most evident in what has been termed global warming. For many years a 
highly contentious and controversial subject due to the unwillingness of 
some scientists and politicians to acknowledge its existence, global warming 
stems largely from the large-scale emissions of carbon dioxide and other 
greenhouse gases into the atmosphere. Figure 2.8 identifies the largest carbon 
dioxide emitters in 2011.
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The World’s Largest Carbon Dioxide Emitters, 
2011 (million metric tons)*
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Source: US Energy Information Administration, “International Energy Statistics,” www.eia.gov/cfapps/ipdbproject/IEDIndex3.cfm?tid=90&pid=44&aid=8.

*Includes carbon dioxide emissions from consumption of petroleum, natural gas, and coal and from flaring of natural gas.


