
Grappling with the ‘entirely unprecedented’ 
 By David Gelles 
  
I started covering climate change four years ago, after more than a decade reporting on 
corporate America, technology and media. 

Joe Biden was president, and he signed into law the Inflation Reduction Act, the biggest-ever 
federal effort to promote clean power, just a few months after I joined the beat. The energy 
transition was underway, the financial sector was marshaling its resources to fund solar and 
wind projects, and there was a sense that efforts to reduce planet-warming emissions might 
succeed in slowing global warming. 

That’s not the case anymore. An article I just published documents the rapidly intensifying 
effects of climate change, which have surprised many of the scientists who have spent their 
lives tracking these issues. They are now raising the alarm with increasingly dire language. 

Seas are rising and glaciers are melting — and there’s also now a growing debate about whether 
the rate of planetary warming is actually speeding up. New research published this month 
found that even after accounting for other phenomena such as volcanic eruptions, solar 
radiation and natural variability, the rate of global warming has accelerated since 2015. 

“The rate of warming is entirely unprecedented,” Katharine Hayhoe, chief scientist for the 
Nature Conservancy and a professor at Texas Tech University, told me. “We certainly have never 
had eight billion people on the planet when it ever happened before.” 

Where are we headed? 

Only recently, many climate scientists were revising some of their worst-case scenarios 
downward. 

In the years after the 2015 Paris Agreement, nearly every country in the world pledged to 
reduce its emissions. Even China, still the largest polluter on Earth, embarked on an ambitious 
effort to replace fossil fuels with renewables. 

As a result, a consensus emerged: While it might not be possible to limit global warming to 1.5 
degrees Celsius above preindustrial levels, a goal that once served as a rallying cry for climate 
activists, holding the line at 2 degrees might be within reach. That scenario would mean 
dodging at least some of the worst effects of climate change. 

Then, Donald Trump returned to the Oval Office. At home, the president has rolled back 
regulations designed to limit planet-warming emissions, stymied the growth of wind and solar 

https://nl.nytimes.com/f/newsletter/uyLk4_QG0ND9uDAy0x60Zw%7E%7E/AAAAARA%7E/hm70MOW4i0RtIwOyVM37-BYrbU5hSLXhbWSqBSdrSYhHe_Mdae9BGFpYp-36h6B9XrXewDHPuv6jE-sIqPdZ7Cni88b-HQAFvgkUhCV-CWbe1K9Oe1G690FMxptxHIcYtYaFXdp8898gyj2yySjrB7PBaoIhDCJppZwyh2Uf9bU4z4RpaOKfoxfWbr87GceX_ABY1kdpydyjGKjDjhEYk_f8evwqI7FmxD6f2-26-fTD4xZffgpOPDMOjam5jGEgLZVDxYlosBk1DnFCkdXq50gkNaxIgR8UJAtV1lEVLc5b6gQBI5SuMtvRz5yri8Wp7GkcWDAsc1Xn-r_BPuiyyQ%7E%7E
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/newsletter/EIyqsjY5NjdMm3FZDUzPCA%7E%7E/AAAAARA%7E/a-Oz8W5ToyfamAy9aw-YmuRx7tP53Riku6Lj4l2l1ZDWrHZPTVs0ipIbeSJ9DAEd-RDkZw614ayDWyiFcbA-yKY9RxYEr3G_M7bTuuWgBDU0GcAJQZFpEhfiHJyfSeT3A68rwWRPQhtHWYYzqokiHee6ceCXnoSDxtR__-PZiZw2HGv00npN9xH8pyNnaIDwpRL44o24lnzFw1XQKtIoa9lh-pcLvYQKkl2yujy6SH_6yBf9i7LFCQlAOycU4Cz71wJprQ1SjcUXfYGhyUAESUsernJjxRnBybsq3Zaj4XJhXc3TZYtmdCMPGS_FTNaDVLRo6BOVgi1wtr91S-cUwLbC7ffnJEGTAvcYi5iygspi9ydTcQ8w-33wKrKgZo_NJ1TG7euDmNQA9GdSHgH8BA%7E%7E
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/newsletter/EIyqsjY5NjdMm3FZDUzPCA%7E%7E/AAAAARA%7E/a-Oz8W5ToyfamAy9aw-YmuRx7tP53Riku6Lj4l2l1ZDWrHZPTVs0ipIbeSJ9DAEd-RDkZw614ayDWyiFcbA-yKY9RxYEr3G_M7bTuuWgBDU0GcAJQZFpEhfiHJyfSeT3A68rwWRPQhtHWYYzqokiHee6ceCXnoSDxtR__-PZiZw2HGv00npN9xH8pyNnaIDwpRL44o24lnzFw1XQKtIoa9lh-pcLvYQKkl2yujy6SH_6yBf9i7LFCQlAOycU4Cz71wJprQ1SjcUXfYGhyUAESUsernJjxRnBybsq3Zaj4XJhXc3TZYtmdCMPGS_FTNaDVLRo6BOVgi1wtr91S-cUwLbC7ffnJEGTAvcYi5iygspi9ydTcQ8w-33wKrKgZo_NJ1TG7euDmNQA9GdSHgH8BA%7E%7E
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/newsletter/eXq_lsnkbedwTgXD-006Hw%7E%7E/AAAAARA%7E/s1ua7I0Ck8CE5TudAfdxNzQQ60A0C3JSRT22wiN7Fiam8inJuy2jAbEOAcMLJRJr6QSIeFAUPhAu1dEkDnFpUsmM6Pi74Q7OnRDEp7LqEVSmkYsTtDWyLrI4nzxKVfUhAbgzmOhenBO9Q1_j0TceII8bck9E1h_HWMu91uH1jNK1XxCJ8ewS8dNqhunISTi8Z5qFPqYRjM5-MZkEOy4qVRPWynG2uPcsyOZ34G7GQetNJl-CSNdV5yzmqSZTnGIKTJEB-uYmUKacOPOMR9ZigES-fox9NYZ4FTceR2NIO6RvnaBEBCEEkmcGH02iLJPV0cPGLZ7BI7mgrUBcCCuH7_eUEIUAfHEXHPJEnc5n5JVjtdE4TcF9BtXUuG6YOSzXmON5FgxgPHNYTvQZdvHsEy6joBbFl_ceccwSBqmhQ-A%7E
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/newsletter/fPLLCTAYOgC2Zx1Hmkv8eg%7E%7E/AAAAARA%7E/oIQj0S0yDjlMYJ4UFkHAE1eLmWNScE36bMeUkJZihI3so4JWKFho_hAKdWsFl4sDwZSId8LvVmxt3RJsPW7znU1wZmsWuIV3IFK3TISxgCqyLfsuOIVhFvJXLABJ9bDfH9haKzkb56ut1p6Od2cjtzDaAzY40bHaN69mC9SXGqUOcKITly8MWf5k4I5qXFufL74oVGwq-tcEbPom0jJuIzVVx0S7xANPcN77nuwpYU3FbYM23_GWaLj_CM58BFiP6rkOX_QDl5mqOHJOP88-d_x_10jMdkmqZdWfmzzOrDyCI1XduLruDnJ8jwC2yO3cU3W_Ok4HBJlIp4VSFy9aVhjB_gpQUR8zAa6lnNtYO97lR2pzZYh0B3ekJ3B3FBQWGwxouxT8mUCLbl3qYl--vpU2nP6gfM7Pn25rN-Z3syDPJrahSl9ojlM-GMTml3R3
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/a/EIWnwtUGP_abeK_piFHdWw%7E%7E/AAAAARA%7E/4GmZZyFr8UziDLWfC8Wcy1zJKwSljI1gucOxf87r_3Y7Jd7xRSyJEjN7SDLuFTALfvdtMLxB3_UA3RcvWQ4N4cmTGEaKj3U_adfSLR3yuCo0XoOG-CR5lH4Vze_VMV2ohC5ZfaqGCq98p0mSYDqp-Fjf556PzpT5tIhnpLzINR1bPBhc7Pve0oPaU9dHkoC5NovXX5gWxX-sQTeM52zPndZgj5M0g_9t8JZ4tPjm5k1y79ielraLOubFt8SYIFfphhH-WoiICACxbLZNEuOmbBAyf4L1SfPPEd8AqpecTPwtegyx4GK0TzpscvfxcSf3K7qdB60YO04GM8puTKjRee--dyiR5H4sU3S5EBuSgR6HlmndMVbEkppE3DezYY08
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/newsletter/DKLoP4C-ekl2Z0MZEgFLVQ%7E%7E/AAAAARA%7E/JSvIniAy5GWpEg6_bTN6E5vbqpoUQyrqx4W3fDlPxMHq9tceaRW2XoPiQAlzYUsO9cvVKhaP_sNwBv4onfgPEvJ5LtYyDQUVilV5KtEYUKREm-vRbl9O41Z7aKUvdgumv4cyZDrczcVD_IBeN4-BJhsiAqBmWl27zNe3SIkE4JKeWC-3rkR98sTpfv9eCpWNa0cAOT1UFVd6Fv7CIvPeATzy5T4hv4sslWnubyTiBwKqDlUQjRHFDIF9jocQrALV3ZdGjLA2GlY_Y5EYhaAqBdwmUbKB9I4I3v8HsbqNNB0fFvsKqIyP5jEKovVQs-vtrSarRhCitbHiwnOGqcXEWXYC9_sj0ht1Psg-J4RZFKMFagsQy8wErOlc6xOiqeYgH_QAU8TT06p7w8QvH6Mdrw%7E%7E
https://nl.nytimes.com/f/newsletter/DKLoP4C-ekl2Z0MZEgFLVQ%7E%7E/AAAAARA%7E/JSvIniAy5GWpEg6_bTN6E5vbqpoUQyrqx4W3fDlPxMHq9tceaRW2XoPiQAlzYUsO9cvVKhaP_sNwBv4onfgPEvJ5LtYyDQUVilV5KtEYUKREm-vRbl9O41Z7aKUvdgumv4cyZDrczcVD_IBeN4-BJhsiAqBmWl27zNe3SIkE4JKeWC-3rkR98sTpfv9eCpWNa0cAOT1UFVd6Fv7CIvPeATzy5T4hv4sslWnubyTiBwKqDlUQjRHFDIF9jocQrALV3ZdGjLA2GlY_Y5EYhaAqBdwmUbKB9I4I3v8HsbqNNB0fFvsKqIyP5jEKovVQs-vtrSarRhCitbHiwnOGqcXEWXYC9_sj0ht1Psg-J4RZFKMFagsQy8wErOlc6xOiqeYgH_QAU8TT06p7w8QvH6Mdrw%7E%7E


power, upended the EV market, cancelled air quality regulations, and used federal resources to 
bolster the production of coal, oil and gas. 

And overseas, the Trump administration has used booming U.S. natural gas exports as a 
bargaining tool, announced plans to take over Venezuela’s oil industry, and launched a war with 
Iran that has triggered an energy crisis and driven some countries to return to burning coal in 
the face of global market disruption. 

While other countries, including China, continue to press ahead with efforts to reduce their use 
of fossil fuels, it is becoming increasingly clear that Trump’s policies will seriously hinder the 
world’s ability to slow the pace of planetary warming. 

The long view 

Climate change, it’s often said, is the ultimate long-term problem in a world focused on short-
term crises. 

For much of the 20th century, scientists warned that burning fossil fuels relentlessly would lead 
to an intense rise in global heat. But temperatures climbed only gradually at first, even though 
we use more fossil fuels each year. So many of the worst effects seemed distant and 
manageable. 

Now, global warming is no longer a far-off problem. As I write in today’s article, a number of the 
planet’s systems are flashing warning signs. 

Oceans are warming at an accelerating rate. Glaciers are melting at a quickening pace. Sea levels 
are rising faster. Droughts, heat waves and storms are all growing more intense. And there are 
indications that some of the world’s tipping points, including drastic changes to ocean currents, 
could be breached in the not too distant future. 

The world has already warmed nearly 1.5 degrees, and appears on track to blow past 2 
degrees by the end of the century, if not sooner, with dire consequences. Wall Street analysts 
are anticipating a world that has warmed at least 3 degrees, a scenario that would render 
parts of the world uninhabitable and unleash vast economic devastation. 

“Our civilization has evolved only over the last 6,000 to 8,000 years, when climate has been 
stable, so we are profoundly unsuited to the types of shocks that we’re seeing today,” Hayhoe 
said. “Human systems sort of bend to a certain point. And then, at some point, they break.” 
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