
PARIS: Leaders may be going into the UN 
climate summit in Glasgow with the do-or-
die goal of limiting global warming at 1.5 
degrees Celsius, but breaching that cap is not 
what keeps scientists awake at night. The real 
disaster scenario begins with the triggering 
of invisible climate tripwires known as tip-
ping points. “Climate tipping points are a 
game-changing risk - an existential threat - 
and we need to do everything within our 
power to avoid them,” said Tim Lenton, 
director of the Global Systems Institute at 
the University of Exeter. 
 

What’s a tipping point?  
Anyone who has leaned back in a chair 

balancing on two legs knows there is a 
threshold beyond which you irrevocably 
crash to the floor. That portal between two 
stable states - in this case, an upright versus 
a fallen-over chair - is a tipping point, and 
Earth’s complex, interlocking climate system 
is full of them. These temperature thresholds 
have potentially widespread impacts. If tem-
peratures rise enough to melt the ice sheets 
atop Greenland and West Antarctica, it could 
lift oceans more than a dozen meters. 

The Amazon tropical forest, upon which 
we depend to soak up carbon pollution, 
could turn into savannah. Or shallow subsoil 
known as permafrost - mostly in Siberia - 
tenuously holding twice the amount of 
greenhouse gases already in the atmosphere 
could see those harmful emissions seep into 
the air. “We have seen a number of tipping 
points already in coral reefs and polar sys-
tems, and more are likely in the near term,” 

the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) said in a draft report 
on climate impacts, due out in February, 
obtained by AFP. In most cases, reversing 
the changes set in motion would be beyond 
the grasp of humanity for many generations, 
if not millennia. 

 
Why so scary?  

One of the first scientists to unlock the 
secret of tipping points recalled suddenly 
understanding some 15 years ago why they 
were so ominous. “It was an ‘Oh Shit!’ 
moment,” Hans Joachim Schellnhuber, found-
ing director of the Potsdam Institute for 
Climate Impact Research (PIK), told AFP in 
an interview. “Planetary machinery - the 
monsoon system, ocean circulation, the jet 
stream, the big ecosystems - abounds with 
non-linear systems,” he said, referring to the 
potential for abrupt, dramatic change. “That 
means you have so many points of no return.” 

In Antarctica, more than half the ice 
shelves that prevent glaciers - some larger in 
area than England and Scotland combined - 
from sliding into the ocean and lifting sea lev-
els are at risk of crumbling due to climate 
change. “It is like uncorking a bottle, and we 
are uncorking them one by one,” said 
Schellnhuber. Earth-altering tipping points 
have different temperature thresholds. 
Scientists know these tripwires are there, but 
not exactly where they lie. 

Even more unsettling is how easily our 
already belaboured efforts to eliminate car-
bon pollution could be overwhelmed by the 
changes we are setting in motion. If thawing 
permafrost surrenders as much CO2 as 
humanity stops emitting, we find ourselves 
fighting a war on two fronts: on top of the 
struggle to slash our own emissions we’d 
have to cope with those generated by the 
planet itself. 

How many are there?  
Scientists count about 15 significant tip-

ping points in the planet’s climate system. 
Some are regional, others are global, all are 
interconnected. Those least resistant to glob-
al warming and closest to a point of no return 
are tropical coral reefs, the West Antarctic 
and Greenland ice sheets, alpine glaciers, 
Arctic summer sea ice and the Amazon for-
est. Parts of the climate system more resistant 
to rising temperatures include the global cur-
rents that redistribute heat through the 
oceans, the Arctic jet stream, the Indian mon-
soon, El Ninos in the Pacific, and desertifica-
tion in the Sahel. While permafrost probably 
doesn’t have a single temperature tripwire, 
the IPCC estimates it will release tens of bil-
lions of tons of CO2 for every extra degree of 
global warming. The last holdout would be 
East Antarctica’s ice sheet, which holds 56 
meters worth of sea-level rise. 

 
Why are we hearing?  

The IPCC’s most recent mega-report is 
the first to give tipping points more than a 
cursory mention. 

 “Abrupt responses and tipping points of 
the climate system... cannot be ruled out,” the 
UN’s climate science advisory body now 
warns. While scientists have long been aware 
of the danger that tipping points pose, part of 
the problem has been the inability of climate 
models - which are built to track gradual, lin-
ear change - to anticipate the timing or 
impact of abrupt shocks. “Just because tip-
ping points are challenging to predict doesn’t 
mean they can be ignored,” Lenton said. 

 
What is the ripple effect?  

A new wave of research is focusing on 
how sudden shifts triggered by tipping points 
ripple across the climate system, leading to 
possible chain reactions. Accelerating melt-

off from the Greenland ice sheet, for example, 
is almost certainly slowing down the convey-
or belt of ocean currents known as the 
Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation 
(AMOC). This, in turn, could push Earth’s 
tropical rain belt southward and weaken the 
African and Asian monsoons, upon which 
hundreds of millions depend for rain-fed 
crops. Scientists cannot rule out the possibili-
ty that the AMOC will stall altogether, as it 
has in the past. If this happened, European 
winters would become much harsher and sea 
levels in the North Atlantic basin could rise 
substantially. There are dozens of other ways 
in which facets of the climate system are 
intertwined. 

 
What is a ‘hothouse Earth’?  

Earth’s past tells us that continuing green-
house gas emissions “could tip the global cli-

mate into a permanent hot state,” according 
to the recent IPCC report. Think of it as the 
ultimate tipping point: “hothouse Earth”. The 
last time atmospheric concentrations of CO2 
matched today’s levels, some three million 
years ago, temperatures were at least 3C 
more and sea levels five-to-25 meters higher. 

A combination of more carbon pollution 
and emissions from permafrost and dying 
forests “might set us on such a trajectory in 
little more than a century,” said Jan 
Zalasiewicz, a palaeo-biology professor at 
the University of Leicester. Johan 
Rockstrom, PIK director, said a 2C cap on 
warming was “not a social or economic 
choice, it is actually a planetary boundary”. 
“The moment that the Earth system flips 
over from being self-cooling - which it still 
is - to self-warming, that is the moment that 
we lose control,” he said. — AFP 
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GRODNO: Photo shows migrants at the Belarusian-Polish border in the Grodno region. Poland and Belarus squared off yesterday over thousands of migrants aiming to enter EU member Poland, with Warsaw saying the 
wave threatened the security of the entire bloc. — AFP 

WARSAW: Poland and Belarus squared off yester-
day over thousands of migrants aiming to enter EU 
member Poland, with Warsaw saying the wave 
threatened the security of the entire bloc. Minsk 
warned against “provocations” on the border, 
where armed troops from both countries are 
deployed amid escalating tensions. 

Trapped between the rhetoric are thousands of 
people, many escaping war and poverty in the 
Middle East, trying to survive outdoors in squalid 
conditions as temperatures dip toward freezing. The 
European Union accuses Belarus strongman 
President Alexander Lukashenko of orchestrating 
the crisis in retaliation for Western sanctions on 
Minsk, charges that he denies. On Monday Poland 
blocked a bid by hundreds of migrants to breach the 
razor-wire border fence as thousands more massed 
in the area. 

Polish Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki said 
yesterday that Warsaw would continue to turn the 
migrants away. “Sealing the Polish border is our 
national interest. But today the stability and secu-
rity of the entire EU is at stake,” Morawiecki said 

on Twitter. “This hybrid attack of Lukashenko’s 
regime is aimed at all of us. We will not be intimi-
dated and will defend peace in Europe with our 
partners from NATO and EU.” Belarus hit back, 
with the defense ministry calling the allegations 
“unfounded and unsub-
stantiated” and accusing 
Poland of “deliberately” 
escalating tensions. 

It said that Poland had 
deployed 10,000 military 
personnel to the border 
without giving prior warn-
ing to Belarusian authori-
ties, in what it said was a 
violation of joint security 
agreements. “We would 
like to warn the Polish side in advance against any 
provocations directed against the Republic of 
Belarus to justify illegal use of force against disad-
vantaged, unarmed people, among whom there are 
many children and women,” the foreign ministry 
said in a statement. 

Meanwhile Poland’s defense ministry tweeted out 
video footage yesterday morning showing what it 
said appeared to be a “large group of Belarusian 
officers” approaching the vicinity of the migrants 
camps near the Polish border village of Kuznica. 

The latest grim chapter 
of Europe’s migrant cri-
sis saw Washington and 
Brussels call on Minsk 
to stop what they 
describe as an orches-
trated influx. NATO on 
Monday also hit out at 
Minsk, accusing the 
government there of 
using the migrants as 
political pawns, while 

the European Union called for fresh sanctions 
against Belarus. 

Many of the migrants and refugees seeking 
entry into Poland are desperately fleeing war and 
poverty-wracked countries in the Middle East. 
They say they are stuck between a rock and a hard 

place, with the Belarusian side refusing to allow 
them to return to Minsk and fly home, while Poland 
does not let them cross and make asylum claims. 
Polish regional police tweeted video footage of 
migrants sitting around tents and campfires on the 
other side of the razor fence, as a wall of Polish 
officers looked on. “According to our estimates, 
there could even be 12,000-15,000 migrants in 
Belarus,” Polish special services spokesman 
Stanislaw Zaryn told Polish radio. 

Some 4,000 were estimated to be massed near 
Kuznica close to the Belarusian border, the services 
said yesterday. Belarus state news agency Belta’s 
correspondent said about 3,000 people were in a 
camp near the border. Polish government spokesman 
Piotr Muller had warned Monday that “there may be 
an escalation of this type of action on the Polish bor-
der in the near future, which will be of an armed 
nature.” Belarusian interior minister Ivan Kubrakov 
told the state-run news agency Belta yesterday that 
the migrants were in the ex-Soviet country “legally,” 
adding: “there have been no violations of the law on 
the part of migrants so far.”— AFP 
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GLASGOW: Little Amal - a giant puppet depicting a Syrian refugee girl is the focus of 
media attention on Gender Day at the COP26 UN Climate Change Conference in 
Glasgow yesterday. — AFP 


