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CLIMATE CHANGE FACT FILE

The c l imate i s  the  usual  weather in  a  p lace .  One way to  
th ink  about the  d i f ference between weather and c l imate :  

the  weather te l l s  you what c lothes  you need to  put on 
today;  the  c l imate te l l s  you what k ind of c lothes  you need 

in  your wardrobe.   For example,  Scot land has  a  wet 
c l imate,  so  you need some good waterproof gear,  but the  

weather on any day can s t i l l  be  sunny,  co ld  or ra iny so  
you might wear the  wet weather gear or you 

might wear a  hat and shorts .

The c l imate of 
the  wor ld  i s  

changing and 
the Earth  i s  

gett ing warmer.  
We cal l  th i s  g lobal  warming 

or c l imate change.
 So how do we know the 

c l imate i s  changing?

Glac iers  (r ivers  of i ce)  in  h igh 
mountains  are  a l so  mel t ing.  These  
photos  show the same glac ier over 79 
years .  Most of the  ice  has  mel ted.   
Unt i l  recent ly,  g lac iers  mel ted s lowly 
through the summer,  and r ivers  f lowed 
a l l  year.  But as  the  g lac iers  d i sappear,  
some r ivers  wi l l  dry up in  the  summer.

In  the winter,  the  surface of the  Arct ic  
Ocean f reezes  making sea- ice  that 
f loats .  In  the  summer a lot of i t  mel ts  
but some s tays  as  ice .  Th is  p ic ture  
shows the summert ime sea- ice  at the  
North Pole  in  1984 and 2012.  In  less  
than th i r ty years  a  lot of summer 
sea- ice  has  mel ted making i t  d i f f icu l t  
for large mammals  to  surv ive .
As  the ice  turns  into  water,  the  ocean i s  
gett ing warmer,  which makes  sea leve l  
r i se .  Th is  r i se  i s  a l so  because ice  sheets  
( i ce  on land)  and g lac iers  are  mel t ing.
This  means  that some low i s lands  are  
s tart ing to  d i sappear under the  sea.  In  
the  future ,  no p lants  or land animals ,  
inc luding humans,  wi l l  be  able  to  l ive  
on them.



WHAT CAUSES CLIMATE CHANGE?

As the Earth  gets  warmer,  there  are  more s torms wi th  
heavy ra in .  So,  in  some places  there  are  huge f loods .  
But at the  same t ime,  other p laces  are  becoming dr ier,  
w i th  less  ra in  than before .  Areas  wi th  too l i t t le  water 
could become deserts .  People  who l ive  in  these  p laces  
may have to  leave the i r homes and l ive  somewhere  e l se .

But in  the  1800s,  people  used 
coal  to  make energy for new 

invent ions  l ike  s team tra ins .  In  
the  1900s,  they used o i l  and 
gas  to  make energy for new 

invent ions  l ike  s t reet l ights  and 
centra l  heat ing.  Once coal  i s  

burnt,  i t  can’t  be  burnt agian,  so  
i t  i s  not susta inable .  By the 

beginning of th i s  century,  foss i l  
fue l s  powered machines  

a l l  over the  wor ld .

Nowadays,  o i l  powers  
p lanes ,  lor r ies  and cars .  Oi l  

and gas  heat houses .  Oi l ,  
gas  and coal  generate  

e lect r ic i ty.  But burn ing foss i l  
fue l s  produces  ‘greenhouse 
gases’ l i ke  carbon d iox ide .  

Ye a r

= Te m p e r a t u r e

= C a r b o n  d i o x i d e

1850      1900       1950       2000

Oil ,  coal  and natural  gas  are  foss i l  fue l s  
that contain  lots  of energy,  which people  
can use  i f  they burn them.  Carbon d iox ide i s  
a  gas  created f rom burn ing these  fue l s .
Unt i l  the  1800's ,  people  burned wood and a 
l i t t le  b i t  of coal  but main ly used susta inable  
energy.  For example,  they t rave l led on 
horseback.  When an o ld  horse  d ied,  a  
young horse  took i t s  p lace .  They a l so  used 
water and wind to  make power wi th  
watermi l l s  and windmi l l s  –  other examples  
of susta inable  and renewable  power that 
we s t i l l  use  today today.

It i s  normal  for the  Earth’s  c l imate 
to  get hotter and then cooler –  we 
know i t  has  done th i s  throughout 
h i s tory.  But in  the  last hundred 
years ,  temperatures  have r i sen 

faster than normal .  The red l ine  
in  th i s  graph shows the 

temperature  of the  wor ld .  It  goes  
up and down,  but goes  up s teeply 

after 1950.  The b lue l ine  in  the  
graph shows the leve l s  in  the  a i r of 

a  gas  ca l led carbon d iox ide.  
The more carbon d iox ide there  i s ,  

the  hotter the  wor ld  becomes .



Greenhouse gases  act l ike  the  
g lass  roof of a  greenhouse .  In  a  

greenhouse,  the  sun sh ines  
through the g lass  and heat i s  

t rapped ins ide .  Just l ike  the  g lass  
roof,  greenhouse gases  t rap the 
heat of the  sun round the Earth,  
and i t  gets  hotter.  Th is  i s  ca l led 

the Greenhouse Effect.

THE GREENHOUSE EFFECT

THE CARBON 
WASH BASIN METAPHOR

The atmosphere  i s  a  layer of gases  
around the Earth,  where  the methane,  

carbon d iox ide and other greenhouse 
gases  co l lect and cause the Greenhouse 

effect and c l imate change.  Some 
people  compare our Earth  and i t s  

atmosphere  to  the water in  a  
b ig  wash bas in .  

Th is  i s  the  carbon 
wash bas in  metaphor .  

A
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o s p h e r e

Methane i s  another greenhouse gas .  
Animals  l ike  cows and sheep produce 

methane in  the i r farts  and burps .  
Nowadays,  there  are  more cows,  p igs  and 

sheep than ever before  because more people  
eat meat,  and these  animals  are  produc ing 

a lot of methane!  Rott ing rubbish  
produces  methane too.

Have you ever f i l led a  wash bas in  so  that i t  has  got too fu l l  and overf lown onto 
the bathroom f loor?  How naughty!  This  usual ly happens  wi th  the p lug in  

the  p lug hole ,  but you can a lso  do i t  w i thout the  p lug in ,  i f  you run 
the tap fast enough.  

   
Now imagine that the  bas in  i s  our Earth  and i t s  atmosphere .  The ‘water ’ coming 

out of the  tap i s  l i ke  the  carbon d iox ide we make by doing th ings  l ike  burn ing 
foss i l  fue l s  and cutt ing down t rees .  The ‘water ’ i s  coming out of the  tap too fast !

 The ‘p lughole’ i s  l i ke  the  t rees  and oceans .  They natura l ly take in  
carbon d iox ide .  The t rouble  i s  that they can’t cope wi th  a l l  the  greenhouse gases  

that we are  putt ing into  the atmosphere .  The ‘water ’ i s  go ing out too s lowly.  
So the ‘bas in’ i s  overf lowing.

G r e e n h o u s e
S u n l i g h t

P l a n t s
Tr a p p e d  h e a t



1. We need to  reduce the greenhouse gases  that we are  
putt ing into  the atmosphere  ( l ike  turn ing down the tap) .

2. We also  need to  p lant more t rees  and s top chopping 
them down,  as  they take in  and s tore  carbon d iox ide ( l ike  
making the p lughole  b igger) .

THE CARBON 
WASH BASIN METAPHOR

HOW CAN WE SLOW CLIMATE CHANGE?

There  are  two th ings  we need to  do to  s low c l imate change:

The good news i s  that we know what we need to  do.  Lots  of adul ts  are  work ing hard 
to  do these  two th ings :  they ’ re  t ry ing to  reduce the amount of greenhouse 

gases  in  the  atmosphere  by:

There  are  th ings  everyone can t ry and do to  look after our wonderfu l  wor ld .  
You’ l l  f ind some ideas  in  our c l imate chal lenge leaf let.

C l imate change can fee l  overwhelming.  If you are  fee l ing sad or worr ied about 
c l imate change,  or exper ienc ing any other fee l ings  you ’d  l ike  some he lp  wi th ,  f ind an 

adul t to  ta lk  to  –  one that wi l l  rea l ly l i s ten .

This  resource  i s  f ree  to  copy and reuse .

Dr iv ing and f ly ing less

Eat ing less  meat
 
Burn ing less  gas  and o i l  in  homes,  factor ies  and t ransport

Produc ing e lect r ic i ty wi thout foss i l  fue l s  –  us ing so lar panels ,  w ind 
farms and water power

Help ing nature  take in  carbon d iox ide by p lant ing more t rees  and 
by protect ing the oceans

Kids C AN

Kids Climate Action Netw
ork


