
The following paragraphs are quotes from A Final Warning: the Vanishing Face of Gaia that caught my 

attention as I read the book. The comments in brackets are my thoughts about the quotes. 

For some, the icon of greatest meaning is that blue-white vision of the Earth first seen from space by 

astronauts. That icon is undergoing subtle change as the white ice fades away, the green of forest and 

grasslands fade into the dun of desert, and the oceans lose their blue green hue and turn a purer, swimming-

pool blue as they, too become desert. 

[Sets the scene for a pessimistic approach to climate change management in this book] 

I am not a willing Cassandra and, in the past, have been publicly sceptical about the doom stories but this 

time we do have to take seriously the possibility that global heating may all but eliminate people from the 

Earth. … I have little confidence in the smooth rising curve of temperature that modellers predict for the 

next 90 years. The Earth’s history and simple climate models based on the notion of a live and responsive 

Earth suggest that sudden change and surprise are more likely. 

[Lovelock is not a fan of the IPCC or huge, complex computer models because he feels a more holistic 

approach is required] 

The ideas that stem from Gaia theory put us in our proper place as part of the Earth system – not the owners, 

managers, commissars or people in charge. [I agree that we have lost sight of the need for us to put our 

efforts into maintaining planet Earth rather than exploiting it] 

We are creatures of Darwinian evolution, a transient species with a limited lifespan, as were all our 

numerous ancestors. But, unlike almost anything before we emerged on the planet, we are also intelligent 

social animals with the possibility of evolving to become a wiser and more intelligent animal, one that might 

have a greater potential as a partner for the rest of life on Earth. [I wonder if it is too late to change] 

 

And finally, here is a quote I quite liked from Lovelock’s first Gaia book: Gaia: A New Look at Life on 

Earth. 

If Gaia exists, the relationship between her and [humans], a dominant animal species in the complex living 

system, and the possibly shifting balance of power between them, are questions of obvious importance. … 

The Gaia hypothesis is for those or like to walk or simply stand and stare, to wonder about the Earth and the 

life it bears, and to speculate about the consequences of our very own presence here. It is an alternative to 

that pessimistic view which sees nature as a primitive force to be subdued and conquered. It is also an 

alternative to that equally depressing picture of our planet as a demented spaceship, forever travelling, 

driverless and purposeless, around an inner circle of the sun. 

[It is statements like this that left Lovelock open to criticism from some scientists that his Gaia hypothesis 

was more of a quasi-religious viewpoint, and not a genuine argument that the physical and the living aspects 

of our planet function together to maintain a healthy atmosphere and ocean for the benefit of all living 

species.] 
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Today we discussed the way human activities are overwhelming the biosphere’s natural recycling of carbon, oxygen, 

methane and nitrous oxide. Scientists for many years have shown that this will increase the Earth’s temperature unless 

we reduce the use of fossil fuels. Unfortunately, we are not having much success reducing fossil fuel use. The 

predicted increases in the Earth’s average temperature match observed rises. 

 

On the left below, the slide shows the CO2 concentration in the Earth’s atmosphere back 800,000 years measured in 

bubbles of air trapped in large glaciers and recovered from deep ice cores. On the right below the slide shows the 

annual flows of carbon in the biosphere into and out of the atmosphere. 

 

 
 

If you are interested in the increases in CO2 and a few other gases, and increases in the Earth’s temperature, here are 

some useful web sites (to get to the web site hold down the ‘ctrl’ key on your computer while clicking on the 

underlined text): 

• https://gml.noaa.gov/ccgg/trends/ graphs of CO2, methane, nitrous oxide and sulfur hexafluoride – all 

significant climate warming gases. 

• https://www.csiro.au/greenhouse-gases/ Tasmania’s Cape Grim air monitoring site. This is an interesting web 

site with information about Cape Grim and graphs of their monitoring results. 

• https://data.giss.nasa.gov/gistemp/ to look at some interesting graphs of global temperature just click on the 

graph on the right side of the web site. 

• https://nsidc.org/sea-ice-today this site gives a map and an historical record of the extent of sea ice in the 

Arctic and Antarctic. 

 

Towards the end of todays talk, we discussed the way some governments abuse the idea of Net zero carbon emissions. 

There is a good 5-minute video (you can skip the ad after a few seconds) about Net zero at: 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/video/2025/mar/27/how-countries-their-net-zero-carbon-targets-

video?CMP=share_btn_url 

 

And if all this is just too depressing, the World Economic Forum has a cheerful little video about the decreasing costs 

of renewable energy: 

https://www.weforum.org/videos/switching-to-renewable-energy-could-save-the-world-trillions/  

 

Summing up todays talk: there is no doubt the concentration of climate warming gases released by modern human 

society is overwhelming the biosphere’s natural cycling systems. Scientists’ predictions that this will warm the surface 

of our planet and cause more extreme weather events are proving correct: we have more intense rain, droughts leading 

to more bushfires, rising sea levels (we didn’t talk about this but will next week), more intense storms and dangerous 

heat waves. Our efforts at reducing carbon dioxide, methane and other warming gases over the past 40 years have 

been very poor (these emissions continue to increase with no sign of slowing). However, renewable energy, 

particularly photovoltaics and wind turbines, have become the cheapest option for supplying more energy and, 

hopefully, we will start to see renewable energy gradually replacing fossil fuels. 

 

Meanwhile, we must put more effort into adapting our society to the changing climate conditions. 
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I start today’s talk with a quick summary of the way humans are overwhelming some of the natural cycles in 

the Earth’s oceans. There are 3 issues I want to cover: (1) the warming of the oceans (the oceans absorb 

about 90% of the extra heat caused by global warming gases in the atmosphere); (2) the rising sea levels 

(caused by thermal expansion of the oceans and melting of glaciers); and (3) the acidification of the oceans 

as more absorbed CO2 converts to carbolic acid.  

Next a very quick look at the problem of too many satellites circling 

our planet. Over time they gradually slow down until part of their orbit 

enters thicker layers of air where the mostly burn up (only a small 

fraction of larger satellites crash back to Earth). But as they burn up, 

metals such as aluminium are vapourised and as they cool they for very 

tiny particles (nano-particles) which remain in the upper atmosphere 

(stratosphere) where they can cause loss of the protective ozone layer. 

Recently Trump has cancelled research into ways of reducing this 

problem. 

The remainder of today’s talk we discuss a number of James Lovelock’s views on human impacts on the 

Earth’s biosphere and his hypothesis, now theory, that the Earth’s living organisms act as a stabilizing 

influence on the Earth’s physical (e.g. temperature) and chemical (e.g. composition of our atmosphere) 

properties. 

What is Lovelock’s (and Lynn Margulis’) Gaia Hypothesis? 

The living species in the biosphere can manipulate some physical and chemical properties of the non-living 

Earth to stabilize the planet and maintain a habitable Earth. His first book, Gaia: A New Look at Life on 

Earth (published 1979), was roundly attacked by Darwinian scientists. Over following years, he better 

explained his hypothesis, which is generally accepted these days. 

 

A Final Warning: The Vanishing Face of Gaia (published 2009 when he was 90) was a rather bitter attack 

on the world’s failure to respond to climate warming. He suggests there is little hope for society as we know 

it, but makes suggestions about how we might change our ways to minimise or slow the inevitable climate 

chaos. I picked out a few specific issues for discussion. 

 

One of Lovelock’s concerns was feedback where warming itself leads to even more warming. When ice 

melts the ground or water underneath absorbs rather than reflects solar energy; when surface water gets 

hotter, less nutrients reach the surface to feed the algae the photosynthesises the CO2 and releases O2; as the 

soils dry out forests burn and turn to grasslands further reducing photosynthesis; and so on. 
 

The heating and acidification of the oceans will make them sterile. 
 

The Earth will move into a new stable climate that does not cater for human society (too hot, too dry, baren, 

food and water shortages). 
 

There will probably be a small number of island refuges where a tiny fraction of the 8 billion humans might 

survive (he includes Tasmania in his list). 
 

He doesn’t have much faith in human nature and is particularly critical of the ‘Greens’. 
 

He suggests the only hope is nuclear energy and geoengineering (putting sulfuric acid in the stratosphere to 

reflect sunlight and fertilising the oceans’ bacteria to enhance their removal of C and release of O2). Direct 

removal of CO2 from the air, may help if done soon on a big enough scale. 

 

In the discussion, I intend to show that there still is some hope, I feel he was too pessimistic. 


