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Paul Brown’s “Global Warning” (no, I didn’t get the title wrong) is a fine example of what you would expect from the Reader’s Digest group. Basically an updated adaptation for the American audience of the original 2006 volume written for the UK market, it’s easy to read, lavishly illustrated, yet – even though its tone is intended to be alarmist – appears, strangely, not very controversial. At least not to those who have been following the debate for the last five or so years. But the key point here is that the majority of people in this world haven’t been tracking the environmental issues and/ or are not yet convinced. And the USA urgently needs persuading and mobilising. Here is that wake-up call.
Brown tells us that we, the “…denizens of Earth may have less than 10 years left to prevent global warming from getting out of control.” Yes: “warming” with an “m” and indeed climate change is at the heart of the warning. Our carbon-greedy consumption-obsessed western life style is to blame. And we have to act quickly to change our habits. 
Each page of this coffee-table sized book is cleverly designed: there is a mix of text, gripping photographic images, and explanatory captions. Often a page is topped-off by a pertinent quotation. And these sound-bites are not from ordinary, run-of-the-mill faceless scientists, but denizens of the earth with whom we are well acquainted: Mahatma Ghandi, Sir David Attenborough, John F. Kennedy, Bill Clinton (though no Hillary) and (with a prophetic touch?) Barack Obama. In case we are not familiar with these names, then Brad Pit and Leonardo DiCaprio are quoted, with their warning words aimed at a younger generation.
There are echoes in this book of Mr Brown’s namesake, Lester R Brown of the Earth Policy Institute, whose fears for the world’s future have kept us on our toes for the last quarter of a century. Indeed Lester R Brown receives quite some attention in these pages, and is afforded considerable respect by our author. But where Lester R Brown comes out bare-knuckle fighting in his books (notably his “Plan B” of 2003, and its 2006 update), Paul Brown is altogether softer: not so political in tone. He is less terse in style, exploring all angles at considerable length: a fine achievement in itself for a project begun in mid 2005, and completed within a year. And then updated a year later for this edition: books on the environment have a notoriously short “shelf-life”, as events unravel so quickly.
“Global Warning” is not a scientific text book: it doesn’t pretend to be. The “science” is in the background, but there could be more explanation for exactly what the data mean, where they come from or how they are derived. There is scant attention given to land management – and the potential of better farming practices in the changes Brown wishes to achieve. Sometimes the data are poorly presented: one graph purports to show “Sources of Greenhouse Gases”. It doesn’t. It is, in fact, a pie chart of the concentrations of the main greenhouses gases by carbon dioxide equivalents (and not even IPCC 4th Assessment data). Other data are questionable – but which global environmental data aren’t? 
One slightly disappointing aspect is the road map for change, summarised in a two page spread at the very end of the book. This is supported by a meagre 20 pages of text in the last chapter: “What can we do”?   Whereas Lester R Brown confronts water issues, land productivity, education, taxes and subsidies amongst his radical remedies; Paul Brown points to the already (to some!) familiar solutions of solar energy, wind power, hydrogen fuel, reforestation, biofuels and economies at home. He ends rather tamely by telling us that: “There are dozens of other examples of where enlightened governments can change habits and markets. In doing so they can literally change the world ….”  
It is hard to fault the core of this book or its intentions: it largely says the “right” things about the environment and human behaviour. And its presentation is first rate. Many of those who read this volume will already be converted to the cause, and will find little new in these pages. To them it will simply be a bleak reminder of the problem. But we must not ignore those who are not yet convinced or informed. This book will certainly cause them to re-think. 
- William Critchley, Amsterdam, August 2008
