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It is generally assumed that the current trend of global 
warming is detrimental to humanity and ecosystems in general. 
This is partly due to the fact that most scientific assessments on 
the issue of global warming only bring into focus its negative 
aspects and are therefore biased. Due to this lack of unbiased 
assessments on the pros and cons of global warming, the Kyoto 
Protocol may be a premature international effort. 

One way of assessing the outcome of global warming is 
to look at the geological record, the message of which is very 
clear: the global ecosystem thrives on a greenhouse Earth and 
declines on an ice age Earth. This well-established fact is never 
part of the debate on global warming, which is usually con-
strained to the last few hundred years, or thousands of years 
at best. Clearly, this does not bring enough perspective, as we 
have to go back 35 million years to get out of the current ice 
age, which started with the birth of an ice sheet on Antarctica. 
Since then, ecosystems have been experiencing tremendous 
stress due to the gradual deterioration of global climate.

The current trend of global warming is but a small notch in 
a large scale trend of global cooling that started over 100 mil-
lion years ago, when mid-oceanic spreading rates returned to 
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normal after millions of years of exceptionally rapid rates that 
were due to the post-Pangean runaway release of heat from 
the mantle. The Pangean assemblage had been “jamming” the 
plate tectonic machine, which is the main way by which the 
mantle manages to release the heat that it receives from the 
outer core. When Pangea finally broke up, in Jurassic times, the 
plate tectonic machine was unlocked, and the excess heat that 
had been accumulating in the mantle during Carboniferous 
to Early Jurassic times was allowed to be massively released in 
Late Jurassic to Early Cretaceous times through increased mid-
oceanic spreading rates and hot spot activity. Increased mid-
oceanic spreading rates imply a parallel increase of subduction 
rates and therefore of the volcanic release of carbon dioxide 
to the atmosphere through the subduction and partial melt-
ing of carbonaceous sedimentary rocks. This period of faster 
continental drift brought the carbon dioxide levels of the Early 
Cretaceous atmosphere to more than six times those of today, 
allowing life to flourish more than it had ever done since the 
early Paleozoic (i.e., since the last greenhouse age).

When mid-oceanic spreading rates came back to normal, 
still in Early Cretaceous times, carbon storage in Cretaceous 
chalk and black shale started to exceed the rates of carbon re-
lease at subduction zones, and a new cooling trend was onset. 
This cooling trend was aggravated in Cenozoic times by several 
orogenic events, which increase the erosional rates of calcium 
and magnesium from the crust to the oceans, and which there-
fore promote the long-term storage of carbon into carbonate 
rocks. Most of these orogenic events are still going on today 
(Himalayas, Alps, Rockies, Andes, etc.), and the current ice age 
is therefore destined to continue – unless we release a sufficient 
amount of the atmospheric carbon that is presently locked in 
fossil fuels. In conclusion, greater involvement of the geological 
community in the global warming issue is greatly overdue.

 

 




