
News
EarthBeat

A dead fish lies on the partially dried-up bed of Choursiyavas Lake near Ajmer, India,
in June. Rising temperatures due to climate change are likely to reduce and shift the
habitable regions of the planet. (CNS photo/Himanshu Sharma, Reuters)
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Editor's Note: EarthBeat Weekly is your weekly newsletter about faith and climate
change. Below is the Nov. 13 edition. To receive EarthBeat Weekly in your inbox, 
sign up here.

There's no question that humans have adapted to live in some pretty extreme
environments.

A few years ago, I visited an archaeological site 14,700 feet high in the Andes
Mountains where people lived some 12,000 years ago. That's nearly three miles up!
And it's still one of the earliest known sites of human habitation that high, in a rock
shelter well above the tree line.

Some time earlier, I'd stood on the beach on an island off the southern tip of South
America, where ancient inhabitants dove into the frigid water to gather shellfish,
with only a layer of seal fat smeared on their skin for protection. I contemplated that
while bundled against a freezing wind, watching chunks of ice floating in the bay.

And of course even today there are communities of original peoples in the Arctic and
desert dwellers in the Sahara. But a recent study of human habitation over the past
six millennia found that for the most part, we've settled into places on the globe
where the average temperature lies mainly in the 50s degrees Fahrenheit range —
between 11 and 15 degrees Celsius.

That seems to be the optimal temperature range for people, their crops, their
livestock and even non-agricultural economic activity. And temperature, even more
than precipitation, appears to be most decisive in this pattern of population
concentration.

So what will happen as temperatures rise with a changing climate?

The authors of the study, which was published in May by the Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences in the U.S., point out that the "Goldilocks" zone — not
too hot, not too cold — will shrink and shift toward the poles — northward in the
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northern hemisphere, and southward in the southern, until it nearly disappears
altogether.

Parts of the world that are now densely inhabited, where the average temperature is
around 55 F, will find the average rising to about 68 F. Although that is still
comfortable for humans, it is a radical change for some crops — as coffee farmers in
Central America are already finding. And "average" means some days will see far
higher temperature spikes.

The areas with the highest temperatures are also the places where the greatest
population growth is predicted, so more people will be living in places that already
test the limits of human endurance and agricultural production.

Under the "business-as-usual" scenario, without substantial reduction of greenhouse
gas emissions, the authors estimate that by 2070, some 3.5 billion people would be
left out of the "geographical niche" of that optimal temperature where humans have
chosen to settle for millennia. With mitigation efforts to reduce emissions, that could
be reduced to about 1.5 billion, they say.

Will those people be able to adapt to the higher temperatures where they live, or will
they migrate toward cooler areas? What would the consequences be for livelihoods
and food supplies, among other things?

The authors of the study recognize that human migration is the result of many
factors, but the potential ferocity of temperature increases and a shrinking, shifting
area ideal for human habitation on the planet should give us plenty of reason to take
seriously the call for net-zero emissions — the point at which no more human-
caused emissions accumulate in the atmosphere — as soon as possible.

The 26th U.N. climate summit was to have started this week, but was postponed
until November 2021 because of the coronavirus pandemic. I spoke this week with
various advocates who said clearly that the urgent task of implementing — and
working toward — stricter emission-reduction targets cannot wait another year.

They highlighted priorities for this "gap year" until the next summit — more
ambitious emissions-reduction targets by 2030, and more financing and technical
assistance to help lower-income countries (many of them in that already-warming
belt, or threatened by rising sea level) convert from fossil fuels to renewable energy
and adapt to the changes.
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What could rising temperatures mean for population movement in the United
States? At ProPublica, they've created a series of animated maps that provide a
sobering, graphic overview of the shrinking, shifting comfort zone. Lucas Waldron
and Abrahm Lustgarten note that people are still moving to cities in the areas that
are expected to become least habitable. That is unlikely to be sustainable.

"Ultimately, millions of people will be displaced by flooding, fires and scorching heat,
a resorting of the map not seen since the Dust Bowl of the 1930s," they write. "Now
as then, the biggest question will be who escapes and who is left behind."

Here's what else is new on EarthBeat this week:

Catholic and environmental activists hope that President-elect Joe Biden's
administration will shift U.S. climate policy after four years of inaction under
President Donald Trump, despite the likelihood of a legislative impasse if
Republicans retain control of the U.S. Senate. NCR environment correspondent
Brian Roewe has the story.

Chris Herlinger of Global Sisters Report notes that sisters who represent
religious organizations at the United Nations were among those who welcomed
the news of the victory of Biden and Vice President-elect Kamala Harris, who
have pledged to return the U.S. to both the Paris Agreement on climate change
and the World Health Organization.

 Pope Francis called Biden on Thursday, and among the topics they discussed
was "addressing the crisis of climate change," reports NCR national
correspondent Christopher White.

The pope already has a hydrogen-powered popemobile that emits only water
vapor, and now the Vatican is planning to replace its entire fleet of service
vehicles with electric models, reports Carol Glatz for Catholic News Service.

Hurricane Eta — another slow-moving, severe storm of the type predicted by
climate models — left at least 50 people dead and caused widespread flooding
and damage as it passed through Central America before heading back out to
the Caribbean Sea. David Agren has the story for Catholic News Service.

Here's some of what's new in other climate news:
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If you're wondering whether the Trump administration will take advantage of
the 10 weeks before Biden's inauguration to push through last-minute
regulatory changes, you might want to keep an eye on the New York University
law school's Midnight Watch, which is tracking so-called "midnight actions"
involving climate, energy and environmental issues.

At E&E News, Jean Chemnick takes a look at Biden's climate policy advisers and
their recommendations for nearly a dozen White House offices and federal
government agencies, which include a new four-year Climate Ambition Agenda.
And Justin Worland at Time takes a closer look at how Biden could take stronger
action on the climate crisis even without the support of Congress.

A shout-out to the Catholic Diocese of Richmond, Virginia, whose program to
help parishes switch to rooftop solar energy won a project-of-the-year award
from Solar Builder magazine, as Chris Crowell reports for the publication. Of
course, you read about that first on EarthBeat, where NCR environment
correspondent Brian Roewe took a close look at how the Catholic Energies
program works and its growing popularity in the Old Dominion.

And in Costa Rica, scientists are nurturing an underwater coral nursery, an
effort they hope will help revive the country's dying coral reefs and provide
vital information about how to protect and restore other marine ecosystems,
Ashleigh Papp reports for Mongabay.com.

Upcoming events:

What would a just global economy, rooted in integral ecology and responsive to the
cry of the earth and the cry of the poor, look like? The Vatican is bringing together
young people and economists to explore that question from various angles from
Nov. 19-21. The event, originally scheduled to be held in Assisi, Italy, St. Francis'
birthplace, has gone online, and parts will be livestreamed.

For more information about this and other events, see our Upcoming Events page.

Closing beat:

What are you wondering about climate science or the ways in which people are
responding to the changes that lie ahead for our planet and its inhabitants? What
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would you like to know about the spirituality that sustains those working for policy
change and environmental justice? Send us your Burning Question, and we'll find the
answers.

If you like EarthBeat Weekly, why not share it with a friend? Feel free to forward this
newsletter or pass along the link to EarthBeat Weekly on our website. And if
someone forwarded it to you, you can sign up here to receive the newsletter in your
inbox every Friday .

Thanks for reading EarthBeat!

Barbara Fraser

NCR climate editor

bfraser@ncronline.org
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