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Dueling Studies Fuel Global Warming Controversy
3/2/2007

By Alex Breitler, The Record, Stockton, Calif.

Mar. 2--One study says irrigation cools the San Joaquin Valley and may hide the
effects of global warming.

Another says irrigation warms things up, at least at night, and that a lack of such
heating in other areas suggests widespread climate change has not arrived here.

What's a nonscientist to believe? Outside observers say it may only be getting
harder to determine the truth about global warming, one of the world's most
controversial topics.

The two studies are not in complete contradiction. A University of California,
Merced, paper released earlier this year noted irrigated lands are 6.5 degrees
cooler than nonirrigated lands in the month of August; greenhouse gas emissions
are expected to warm Earth about the same amount, said Lara Kueppers, a
professor who headed the study.

"If we don't consider what we're doing to the area by urbanizing, which removes
farmland that has a cooling effect, we could very well end up with a much hotter
Central Valley," she said.

The other study, published in 2006 by former Valley resident and University of
Alabama, Huntsville, climatologist John Christy, found that damp irrigated fields
absorb heat during the day and release it back into the atmosphere at night. The
two-year study showed summer nighttime low temperatures climbing about 5.5
degrees from 1910 to 2003.

Farming is likely the cause of this temperature increase, not global warming, said
Christy, who is known for his criticism of global warming "alarmists."

A survey this month by the MindClick Group, a market research firm based in Los
Angeles, showed four out of five Americans are concerned about global warming.
But more than a quarter of the respondents fall into the “confused" category.

"People can sell a point of view with statistics and science as easily as a used-car
salesman can sell a car," said Sam Dinkin, director of The Claro Group, a private
consultancy group.
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Large-scale climate change in the Valley could increase crop demand for water
while making supplies less reliable, says the nonprofit Union of Concerned
Scientists. Fewer chilling nights could be bad for fruit and nut trees, while warmer
days could endanger dairy cows and impair grape growing.

Kueppers notes her cooling study lends a false sense of security; the dip in
temperatures make it less obvious whether greenhouse gases are creating an
overall warming effect.

"It will take a bit more effort to carefully piece apart the contributions of different
human activities to observed temperature changes. But | think we're on our way,"
she said.

San Joaquin farmer Paul Sanguinetti said the temperature cooling makes sense to
him.

"You can tell it when you drive through the country and a guy's got his sprinklers
on -- you can feel it," he said.

Less obvious, perhaps, is the nighttime heating studied by Christy.

Many climate change models suggest that global warming will cause temperatures
in the Sierra Nevada to rise faster than in the Valley, Christy said. This has not
happened, so global warming is likely not to blame, he said.

Contact reporter Alex Breitler at (209) 546-8295 or abreitler@recordnet.com.

Copyright (c) 2007, The Record, Stockton, Calif.
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